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Introduction 
 
 
 On March 7, 2003 the State of New Hampshire Department of Safety, 
Division of Fire Safety and Emergency Management announced Planning Grants 
for updating local emergency operations plans.  The Town of Amherst submitted 
its application on April 18, 2003 that included funds for an outside consultant to 
review and report on Amherst’s interoperability.  The grant was awarded in May 
of 2003 and the Town moved forward and hired Communications Analysis 
Associates of Newton, MA to perform the study.  
 

Communications Analysis Associates Objectives 
 
 
 The Town of Amherst recognized that it needed to solve its existing 
problems with interoperability of its radio communications between municipal 
organizations such as Police, Fire and EMS. Police and EMS are on high band, 
the Fire and Highway Departments are on low band. The difference in bands 
prohibits direct radio communications between Departments. The inability for 
inter department radio communications is a potential risk to all concerned.    
 
 A second issue that the Town identified was the need to develop a 
communications plan that would allow Amherst to continue to provide emergency 
services should the present dispatch center services provided by MACC Base for 
whatever reasons fail.1   

 
In addition, the 2003 renegotiation of the Milford Area Communication 

Center (MACC Base) contract, it became evident that due to the rising cost of the 
current arrangement, set at $211,0002 for Amherst’s 2005 fiscal year (an 
increase of $55,000 or 33 percent), combined with an ever decreasing level of 
professionalism and service, that other options should be considered prior to 
committing over a million-dollar3 long-term contract. 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 For the complete report, see the appendix. 
 
2 Amherst’s fiscal year creates a need to budget additional funds since MACC Base’s budget 
increase begins half way through Amherst’s budget year so this number may differ slightly from 
the official calendar year numbers at MACC Base. 
 
3 Calculated as the cumulative contract over the next 5 years at over $200,000 per year. 
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Identified Options 
 
The following dispatching options have been identified and are available to 

the Town: 
 

• Remain at MACC Base, and attempt to improve the level of service 
while discovering ways to minimize the increasing budgets. 

 
• Dispatch Police, Fire, EMS and DPW internally, with the potential of 

having a small town or two join Amherst to share/defer costs. 
 

• Move all dispatching services to the Hillsborough County Sheriff’s 
Department. 

 
• Move Police and DPW to the Hillsborough County Sheriff.  This 

option creates two separate sub-options for Fire and EMS. 
 

o Sub-option #1:  EMS and Fire are dispatched from Derry 
Fire. 

 
o Sub-option #2:  EMS and Fire are dispatched from 

Southwest Mutual Aid in Keene. 
 

This analysis summarizes each option, and lists in detail the pros and 
cons of each option, the equipment, technology, or barriers to implementing that 
option, and each option’s relationship to the overall goal of creating greater 
interoperability between the Police, EMS, Fire, and DPW departments. 
 
Interoperability Defined: 
 

“Ability to work with each other. In the loosely coupled environment of a 
service-oriented architecture, separate resources don't need to know the 
details of how they each work, but they need to have enough common ground 
to reliably exchange messages without error or misunderstanding. 
Standardized specifications go a long way towards creating this common 
ground, but differences in implementation may still lead to breakdowns in 
communication. Interoperability is when services can interact with each other 
without encountering such problems.”4 

 
 
 

                                                 
4 http://looselycoupled.com/glossary/interoperability. 
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A simpler definition: 

Interoperability means the ability of radio equipment on different systems to 
communicate with each other.5 

 
 After the events of September 11, 2001, it became clear that public safety 
entities need to interact and communicate without obstacles between 
departments.  Tragically, poor radio communications may have led to the loss of 
120 firefighters in the World Trade Center.  In August of 2002, at a press 
conference, firefighters claimed that those firefighters in the tower were unable to 
hear a commander on the ground ordering them out of the building, half an hour 
before it collapsed.6 
 
 The McKinsey report, the independent report commissioned by the New 
York City Fire Department, indicated that: 
 

“Firefighters and EMS personnel were hindered in their response on 
September 11 by multiple failures of communications systems and processes 
and technology limitations.”7 

 
 The McKinsey report also highlighted the failures of interoperability and 
lack of sharing of information between the three emergency services on the 
ground.  Because of the new awareness of the importance of interoperability, it 
will have a major influence on the recommendation of this report. 
 
Interoperability Note:   
 

Currently, Police and EMS departments are on the same frequency band 
(VHF), but Fire and DPW departments are on a much lower band that prevents 
all agencies from talking to each other.  A few years ago, there was a plan in 
place to move the Fire Department to a much higher frequency band (UHF) that 
would have created the same interoperability issues.  This plan was put on hold, 
pending further study.  After the report by the Communication Analysis 
Associates, it was clear that each department should be on the same frequency 
band, and all decisions should be coordinated between departments and no 
equipment purchase or department communication initiative should be completed 
without evaluating its place in the overall communication plan for the Town.  

 
                                                 
5 “After 9/11 Agencies Trying to Get on Same Wavelength,” James Ridgell, Washington Business 
Journal, From the September 27, 2002 print edition.  
  
6 UK 9/11:  Will Our Emergency Radio Networks Withstand a Major Disaster?  Graham Wilde, 
Peter Kingsland, Ross Parsons, and Bob Marshall, BWCS, September 11, 2002.  
http://www.bwcs.com/whitepapers/UK_9-11.pdf 
 
7 Increasing FDNY’s Preparedness, McKinsey & Company, August 2002, p. 85. 
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“Interoperability has been a major focus among public safety organizations 
and governments for years, but has become a national focus following the 
Sept. 11 attacks. Many public officials have said first responders in many 
jurisdictions cannot communicate with one another because many operate on 
different radio frequencies.”8 

Interoperability doesn't just happen; it must be planned.9 

 
For more information on the interoperability issues, please see the 

complete report in the Appendix. 
 
 
Purpose of Report 
 

The purpose of this report is to provide the Amherst Board of Selectmen 
with an analysis of the various dispatching options facing the Town of Amherst to 
better aid their decision making regarding the future of emergency 
communications in Amherst.  In addition, this report will outline some of the short 
and long-term communication needs that currently are, and should continue to be 
addressed to improve interoperability regardless of the option selected by the 
Board of Selectmen. 
 
 

                                                 
8 9/11 workers on right wavelength, Dibya Sarkar, Feb. 04, 2002  
http://www.fcw.com/geb/articles/2002/0204/web-pswn-02-04-02.asp 
 
9 After 9/11 agencies trying to get on same wavelength, James Ridgell, Washington Business 
Journal, From the September 27, 2002 print edition.  
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Executive Summary 
 

History 
 
 On March 7, 2003 the State of New Hampshire Department of Safety, 
Division of Fire Safety and Emergency Management announced Planning Grants 
for updating local emergency operations plans.  The Town of Amherst submitted 
its application on April 18, 2003 that included funds for an outside consultant to 
review and report on Amherst’s interoperability.  The grant was awarded in May 
of 2003 and the Town moved forward and hired Communications Analysis 
Associates of Newton, MA to perform the study.  

 
In addition, during the 2003 renegotiation of the Milford Area 

Communication Center (MACC Base) contract, it became evident that due to the 
rising cost of the current arrangement, set at $211,00010 for Amherst’s 2005 
fiscal year (an increase of $55,000 or 33 percent), combined with an ever 
decreasing level of professionalism and service, that other options should be 
considered prior to committing to a million-dollar long-term contract. 11 
 

Purpose 
 

The purpose of this report is to provide the Amherst Board of Selectmen 
with an analysis of the various dispatching options facing the Town of Amherst to 
better aid their decision making regarding the future of emergency 
communications in Amherst.  In addition, this report will outline some of the short 
and long-term communication needs that currently are, and should continue to be 
addressed to improve interoperability regardless of the option selected by the 
Board of Selectmen. 
 

Interoperability 
 
 After the events of September 11, 2001, it became clear that public safety 
entities need to interact and communicate without obstacles between 
departments.  Tragically, poor radio communications may have led to the loss of 
120 firefighters in the World Trade Center.  In August of 2002, at a press 
conference, firefighters claimed that those firefighters in the tower were unable to 
                                                 
10 Amherst’s fiscal year creates a need to budget additional funds since MACC Base’s budget 
increase begins half way through Amherst’s budget year so this number may differ slightly from 
the official calendar year numbers at MACC Base. 
 
11 The cumulative effect of a 5 year contract at over $200,000 per year. 
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hear a commander on the ground ordering them out of the building, half an hour 
before it collapsed.12 
 
A simple definition: 

Interoperability means the ability of radio equipment on different systems to 
communicate with each other.13 

 
 The McKinsey report, the independent report commissioned by the New 
York City Fire Department, indicated that: 
 

“Firefighters and EMS personnel were hindered in their response on 
September 11 by multiple failures of communications systems and processes 
and technology limitations.”14 
 

 The McKinsey report also highlighted the failures of interoperability and 
lack of sharing of information between the three emergency services on the 
ground.  Because of the new awareness of the importance of interoperability, it 
will have a major influence on the recommendation of this report. 
 

The Process 
 

Consultants Report 
  
 The Communications Analysis Associates report was presented to the 
Selectmen and reviewed the requirements of establishing an Amherst 
Emergency Communications Center as well as stressed the importance of 
interoperability and described some of the options necessary for improved radio 
coverage in the Town. 

Site Visits 
 
 The Town visited KMA on December 12, 2003 to tour the facility and have 
a first-hand look at the operation.  On December 17, 2003, the Town toured the 
Derry Fire facility.  In addition, each dispatching entity came to Amherst to see 

                                                 
12 UK 9/11:  Will Our Emergency Radio Networks Withstand a Major Disaster?  Graham Wilde, 
Peter Kingsland, Ross Parsons, and Bob Marshall, BWCS, September 11, 2002.  
http://www.bwcs.com/whitepapers/UK_9-11.pdf 
 
13 After 9/11 agencies trying to get on same wavelength, James Ridgell, Washington Business 
Journal, From the September 27, 2002 print edition.  
  
14 Increasing FDNY’s Preparedness, McKinsey & Company, August 2002, p. 85. 
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the current operation and determined the logistics of providing service to the 
Town.  KMA came on November 17, 2003, Hillsborough County Sheriff was here 
on December 16, 2003 and Derry Fire visited on January 28, 2004. 
 

Identified Options 
 
 While the consultants were reviewing the operation, the Department 
Heads were tasked with identifying any potential options available to the Town 
for dispatching services.  The following dispatching options have been identified 
and are available to the Town: 

 
• Remain at MACC Base, and attempt to improve the level of service 

while discovering ways to minimize the increasing budgets. 
 
• Dispatch Police, Fire, EMS and DPW internally, with the potential of 

having a small town or two join Amherst to share/defer costs. 
 

• Move all dispatching services to the Hillsborough County Sheriff’s 
Department. 

 
• Move Police and DPW to the Hillsborough County Sheriff.  This 

option creates two separate sub-options for Fire and EMS. 
 

o Sub-option #1:  EMS and Fire are dispatched from Derry 
Fire. 

 
o Sub-option #2:  EMS and Fire are dispatched from 

Southwest Mutual Aid in Keene. 
 
 
 
Dispatch Presentations 
 
 Each dispatching agency presented before the Board of Selectmen as 
well and the dates appear below.  A more detailed look at this can be found in 
the appendix that includes a review of the Board of Selectmen minutes as well as 
any presentation that was given on that day. 
 

• KMA- 2/9/04  
• HCSD- 2/16/04 
• Derry- 2/23/04 
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Dispatch Options and Costs 
 
 
 

 
Dispatch Option 

 

 
Cost 

 
Cost of Department 

Upgrades 
Milford Area Communication 
Center 
 

$204,615.55 
($211,000 FY 05 Budget) 

None 

New Amherst Emergency 
Dispatch Center 
 

$151,000.00 $30,000 

Hillsborough County Sheriff 
(Police and DPW only) 
 

$55,000.00 Minimal to $40,000+ 

Derry Fire Department 
(Fire and EMS only) 
 

$37,068.26 Minimal 

Southwestern NH Mutual Aid  
((Fire and EMS only) 
 

$64,372.00 Minimal 

 

Recommendation Summary 
 
 The Department Heads are unanimous in their final conclusion that 
Amherst should move forward with in-house 24/7 dispatching services as 
outlined earlier in this report.  This was not an easy decision.  After review of the 
options available, it became clear that for interoperability and more direct control, 
the in house option presents the best opportunity to meet each department’s 
needs.  In addition, this option allows the Town to avoid the political issues that 
arise in trying the meet the needs of not only a multi-agency, but also multi-
jurisdictional operation. 
 
 Some of the options, such as Derry Fire or KMA would present a high 
level of service for the Fire and EMS department, but at the cost of breaking up 
our dispatching services into multi-agencies, which may have been the mindset 
in the past, but on both the New Hampshire and the National level, entities are 
beginning to look at complete dispatching services, due to the greater ability to 
deal with interoperability, and less potential problems and conflicts.  Most 
emergency events require all public safety agencies to respond, and the larger 
the incident, the greater the need for interoperability with them, and the other 
departments such as Public Works as well as the Administration of the Town. 
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 With the time available, and the resources already committed by the 
Town, moving forward with a comprehensive emergency communications center 
would require the cooperative effort of all departments, the Town Administrator 
and the Board of Selectmen.  This option would not require an additional 
appropriation to make it a reality.  Developing a Town of Amherst emergency 
communication center should result in a greater level of service for the Town for 
the same dollars already appropriated, or less.     
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Report Overview Parameters 
 

This section describes the key elements of the desired Town of Amherst’s 
Public Safety Communications Plan.  This communications system must provide 
the means by which emergency resources can be accessed, mobilized, 
managed, and coordinated in both day-to-day and disaster situations.  The Town 
of Amherst communications system must therefore employ sufficient 
communications paths and operational capabilities among all participants to 
facilitate effective public safety communications. 
 

The Town of Amherst must have the ability to expeditiously receive and 
process any incoming requests that report emergencies and require emergency 
assistance.  The goal is to assure a system whereby all individuals should be 
able to summon help rapidly in an emergency situation whether for medical, 
police, fire, rescue, public works or other emergency need.  Local, statewide, and 
national uniformity is required to fully enable this concept. 
 
 
Summary of Existing Conditions  
 
 This section outlines the existing conditions of the emergency call and 
dispatching practice for each department and describes its particular dispatching 
arrangement that include a summary of process, frequencies, equipment, issues, 
and antenna sites. 
 

911 Access 
 

Multiple emergency telephone number problems have largely been 
remedied through the establishment of public safety answering points (PSAP) 
with a single number to call for all emergencies in any given area.  The PSAP 
can be part of an existing dispatch center or may be an autonomous agency 
established for this purpose. 
 

The State of New Hampshire has provided for a cohesive statewide 
emergency telephone number “9-1-1” system to provide citizens with this rapid 
direct access to public safety agencies.  Most residents of the state also have 
enhanced 9-1-1 (E9-1-1).  E9-1-1 contains several added features including: the 
automatic number indicator (ANI), and the automatic location indicator (ALI) that 
provide added safeguards in case the caller hangs up before giving all necessary 
information to the telecommunicator.  The lack of ANI/ALI information on most 
wireless calls is a serious problem for EMS and may be addressed with federal 
legislation. 
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Within New Hampshire, E9-1-1 is working with legislators to enact 
provisions for all wireless 9-1-1 calls. 
 

Amherst Police Department – Existing Communications Set-up 
 

The Amherst Police Department (APD) is currently licensed with the 
Federal Communications Commission (FCC) on two VHF frequencies.  One 
frequency (154.875) is utilized for voice communications, and the second 
(158.790) is utilized for data transmissions only.  Both frequencies have single 
transmitter sites located at APD, and utilize antennas located on the tower 
outside APD.  A two-year-old Zetron analog console located in the administrative 
area of APD controls the voice frequency.  In addition, a one-year-old Motorola 
Astro consolette, located in the same office, transmits both analog and digital 
voice over the 154.875 frequency utilizing a separate antenna located at APD.  
This system serves as the redundant component for voice transmissions.  The 
data transmissions are currently controlled by a personal computer linked via 
radio and modem to the Mobile Data Terminal (MDT) network.  There is no back 
up for this system.   
 

A dual head, four track VHS audio recorder manufactured by Racal, 
records the voice radio frequency and several telephone lines.  This recorder is 
over 10 years old, is not supported by the manufacturer anymore, and is too 
small for the current operation.  This unit is overdue for replacement, and would 
have been replaced if the direction of the Town of Amherst emergency 
communications was clear. 
 

The current equipment allows the APD to serve as a total redundant back 
up for all Town of Amherst emergency services.  Currently, APD administrative 
personnel utilize the equipment to serve as primary dispatch for the Police 
Department for seventy-six (76) hours a week. 
 

Amherst Police –Call Taking Procedures 
 

The method by which an Amherst Police Officer is currently dispatched to 
a call for service depends upon two variables: the time of day and the number 
the call originates from. 

 
In discussing the method of the call first, calls are either made via the 

regular police business line (673-4900) or via the statewide Enhanced 911 
system.  All Amherst calls made to 911 are initially answered at the E911 center 
in Concord.  Those calls are then routed to the designated dispatch center for the 
Amherst Police Department, which is currently the Milford Area Communications 
Center (MACC Base).  The E911 system does not have the ability to route calls 
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to two different locations based on time of day.  Once the call is received at 
MACC Base, protocol determines how it is then handled.  A true emergency is 
dispatched via police radio (frequency 154.875) by a MACC Base dispatcher to 
the appropriate Amherst police unit.  Radio transmissions would continue to 
occur between the dispatcher and the police officer until the call was completed.  
A non-emergency call would be handled in the same manner during those 
days/hours when the Amherst Police Station is not manned by administrative 
personnel.  
 

If the non-emergency call is received during the hours (8am-8pm M-F, 
8am–4pm S&S) when the Amherst Police Station is staffed, the call would then 
be given via telephone by the MACC Base dispatcher to the Amherst Police 
Department (APD) employee.  The APD employee would then contact the 
appropriate APD officer by police radio (frequency 154.875) and radio 
transmissions would continue between the two until the call was completed.  
Non-emergency transmissions could also be given to the Amherst Police Officer 
via a Mobile Data Terminal (MDT).  The MDT allows a dispatcher and police 
officer to communicate in an instant message type format, wirelessly between a 
personal computer either in APD or MACC Base and a laptop in a police cruiser.  
This is particularly useful when the police radio, whose frequency is jointly used 
by the Amherst, Mt. Vernon, Milford, Wilton, and Lyndeborough police 
departments, is being utilized for other non-Amherst related calls.  

 
In addition, this system allows for many dispatch commands (such as 

enroute, affirmative, negative, off-there, etc) to be performed via single keystroke 
by both dispatcher and police officer.  

 
All calls made via the police business line are handled in much the same 

way as outlined above, the difference being that all such calls are initially 
answered locally, either by an Amherst Police administrative employee, or by a 
MACC Base dispatcher when the Amherst Police Station is closed.  The location 
of the office answering the call is basically unknown to the caller, i.e. the same 
number is dialed and there is little differentiation in the way the employees 
answer the telephone.  In either case, the employee would then contact the APD 
officer via radio or MDT and stay in contact until the call for service was 
completed. 
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2003 Amherst Police Calls by Shift 
 

 
 
 

In addition to being dispatched to a call for service, contact can also be 
made with an Amherst Police Officer in person at the Station.   During the hours 
the Amherst Police Station is manned, the citizen is greeted by an administrative 
employee, who then contacts an APD officer via radio/MDT with the pertinent 
information.  Should the citizen arrive when the station is unmanned, they are 
directed by a sign to utilize an outdoor wall telephone for assistance.  This 
telephone, when taken off the cradle, connects the citizen with a MACC Base 
dispatcher, who then, in turn, contacts an APD officer via radio/MDT. 
 

Amherst Fire Department – Existing Communications Set-up 
 

The Amherst Fire Department is dispatched 24/7 by the Milford Area 
Communications Center (MACC Base) located on the fourth floor of the Milford 
Town Hall. Emergency calls are received by MACC Base and then dispatched 
over a frequency of 33.640, using the transmitter located on the Federal Hill Fire 
Tower. As a backup both the Amherst Police Department and Hollis 
Communications can dispatch the Amherst Fire Department on 33.640, if MACC 
Base’s transmitters fail.  Amherst Police can do this utilizing an antenna located 
at the Amherst Police Department, and Hollis Communications can do this using 
a transmitter site located in the north-central part of Hollis. Both the Amherst 
Police Department’s and Hollis Communications’ antennas are unable to activate 
all of our member’s pagers due to the incomplete coverage in the community. 
 

3376
DAY

3430

EVENING

1207

MIDS

DAY 42.1%
EVENING 42.8%
MIDS 15.1%
Total: 100.0%

2003 CALLS BY SHIFT
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Amherst Fire Department – Call Taking Procedures 
 

E-911 calls for the Amherst Fire Department are initially received at the 
State of NH’s E-911 Public Safety Answering Point located at the Department of 
Safety on Hazen Drive in Concord. Once the E-911 call-taker determines the 
caller is requesting the Amherst Fire Department, the call is then forwarded to 
MACC Base where the ANI/ALI (Automatic Number Identification/Automatic 
Location Identification) information is displayed on a computer screen and the 
MACC Base dispatcher completes voice contact with the caller determining the 
particulars of the emergency.  
 

MACC Base monitors some of the fire alarms in the community utilizing an 
alarm monitoring machine known as the Keltron. If a fire alarm is received over 
the Keltron, MACC Base dispatches the alarm immediately. Due to the age of the 
Keltron in MACC Base, and its old technology, it cannot handle the receipt of 
new fire alarm systems and their newer technology. Consequently these alarms 
have to be monitored by a central monitoring facility such as Honeywell. The 
central monitoring facility will receive the alarm and then call MACC Base 
reporting the fire alarm and the location in Amherst. An example of this has been 
the Amherst Middle School and Souhegan High School. Both of these facilities 
have upgraded their fire alarm systems and as a result have had to pull their 
accounts from MACC Base and hire a central monitoring facility to monitor their 
alarms. 

 
The Town of Amherst’s plan is to move the Amherst Fire Department onto 

the same frequency band as Amherst EMS and the Amherst Police Department, 
and share a frequency with Amherst EMS, since the two Departments are 
experiencing an increasing number of incidents where they are working together. 
This will eliminate the need for separate radios and increase our interoperability 
capability. 
 
 The change to the VHF band and sharing frequencies with Amherst EMS 
is proceeding regardless of the dispatch agency, in the interest of interoperability 
in the Town of Amherst. With this in mind, regardless of who dispatches the 
Amherst Fire Department, the requirements will be the same. 
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The majority of the business calls to the Amherst Fire Department are 

received at the Central Fire Station. This is accomplished utilizing an automated 
answering attendant with the caller choosing the extension of the person they are 
looking for. If no one is available during regular business hours, or it is after 
hours, the caller has the ability to leave voice mail. Some business calls are 
received at MACC Base over the 673-1414 line. If this happens it is usually on 
nights and weekends when no one is in the fire station. 
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The Amherst Fire Department currently shares a frequency with four other 
communities in the Souhegan Valley, enhancing mutual aid response of towns to 
the West. However, the current frequency is not on the same band as the 
Amherst Police Department or Amherst EMS, therefore necessitating the use of 
two different radios if radio contact is desired with any other Amherst Emergency 
Services Department, or the Amherst Department of Public Works. 
 

At the conclusion of each incident, the incident response times are 
requested to be faxed to the Central Fire Station from MACC Base, allowing the 
collection and reporting of data on local, State, and National levels. 

 
 The Amherst Fire Department has mutual aid agreements with 
neighboring fire departments that provide for automatic response to different 
areas of Town for reported building fires and other serious events. These are the 
Bedford Fire Department to remote areas in the north end of Town, the New 
Boston Fire Department responding out of the New Boston Air Force Tracking 
Station’s fire station for the Chestnut Hill Road area, the Milford Fire Department 
for streets that border Milford, and the Merrimack Fire-Rescue for Route 101A 
and adjoining streets.  
 

Amherst EMS – Existing Communications Set-up 
 

All Amherst calls made to 9-1-1 are initially answered at the E9-1-1 center 
in Concord, NH.  Here trained personnel receive, obtain information and may 
provide emergency medical dispatch services.  A trained telecommunicator 
forwards the call and callers initial information to the designated regional dispatch 
center for Amherst, NH which is currently the Milford Area Communications 
Center (MACC).  Simultaneously, as the E9-1-1 telecommunicator forwards the 
call to MACC Base, he/she may provide emergency medical advice according to 
prescripted  protocols to the victim before the arrival of a field medical team.  At 
MACC Base, upon notification of the need for emergency medical assistance, the 
dispatcher coordinates the response of the emergency medical unit (Ambulance 
1-A-1 or 1-A-2) on FCC licensed frequency 155.160.  In addition, the dispatcher 
coordinates with the other emergency agencies such as police, fire/rescue and 
DPW on their respective frequencies.  
 

Amherst EMS – Call Taking Procedures 
 

Once dispatched, emergency service agencies maintain communications 
with MACC Base while responding to the scene, while at the scene, while 
enroute to and at the hospital emergency department, and during their return to 
availability for further assignment.  All Amherst EMS assigned duty members are 
issued a portable radio communications device and/or a personal 
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communications pager.  This allows the emergency response crew to 
communicate with MACC Base and/or the receiving hospital directly.    
 

Amherst DPW – Existing Communications Set-up 
 

Public Works shares one radio frequency (39.500) with seven other 
communities. It is highly unlikely Police, Fire, or EMS would encounter an 
emergency that every other community served on their same frequency 
simultaneously has. Public Works faces this for every snowstorm, severe wind or 
rain storm. Picture the chaos citizen band radio endures and you can picture our 
free-for-all. Oftentimes, this jamming of the radio frequency leads to the volume 
being turned down and therefore leading to radio calls being missed both in 
stationary and mobile radios. During the season of “sun spots” we must also 
endure foreign fishing fleets that constantly jam the airwaves.  
 

Amherst DPW Call Taking Procedures 
 

There is no apparent movement on the part of MACC Base to isolate any 
highway departments by creating additional frequencies nor any discussion 
about the logistical problems that would be created adding additional radio 
frequencies to their system.  
 

Amherst Public Works owns and maintains a twenty year old 100 watt 
base station and holds a license for our antenna site at the highway garage on 
39.500. It also owns and maintains sixteen mobile radios (licensed for twelve) 
ranging in age of one to twelve years. The town also owns, maintains, and is 
licensed for a Public Works radio and antenna site at the Amherst Police Station. 
 

MACC Base is licensed to transmit from the Milford Town Hall and the 
Mont Vernon Fire Station. If MACC Base is using the Amherst PD antenna site, 
they fall under the town’s license. 39.500 is a low band frequency. The radios are 
not compatible with, nor can DPW talk directly to, any other Amherst town 
department.  DPW must always rely on a MACC Base dispatcher to take the 
information and repeat it to the appropriate governmental body. 
 

DPW extensively relies on four municipally owned cell phones to 
communicate with ourselves (portable and/or mounted in hands free charger 
holders in vehicles), our hired winter contractors who all own, and use cell 
phones along with many of our employees who use their personal cell phones 
during emergencies.  
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Detailed Review of Amherst’s Options 
 
 The following section reviews each option in detail and weighs the pros 
and cons of each option and the equipment or other changes needed to 
implement this option.   
 
Option 1:  Remain at MACC Base 
 

Summary of Option 
 
 The Milford Area Communications Center (MACC Base) was created in 
the mid 1970s comprised of 6 communities.  Currently there are 5 member 
communities in the region that join together to provide dispatching services for 
the area.  It serves a combined population of a little over 33,000 people for a cost 
of just over $605,000.   
 
 MACC Base is governed by representatives from each community and 
has a five year agreement with the five communities to the West of Amherst, 
including Lyndeborough, Milford, Mont Vernon, and Wilton. 
 
 
 

Existing MACC Base Cost Breakdown 
 

Town Population Percentage Yearly cost

AMHERST 11166 33.79% 204,615.55$           
LYNDEBOROUGH 1701 5.15% 31,170.06$             
MILFORD 14087 42.64% 258,145.95$           
MONT VERNON 2211 6.69% 40,518.65$             
WILTON 3876 11.73% 71,028.73$             
 
TOTAL: 33041 100.00% 605,478.94$           
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Department Needs to Facilitate MACC Base 
 

Amherst DPW – Necessary Communication Upgrades 
  

1. DPW will need to purchase and maintain two radios for each vehicle, low 
band to talk to MACC Base and high band to work around town and interact 
with other Amherst departments. 

2. Means of documenting calls for service. 
3. System to call forward, after hour calls. 
 

Amherst Fire – Necessary Communication Upgrades 
 
 Unknown issues related to Fire Department moving to VHF frequency. 

 
Detailed Pros and Cons of MACC Base 
 

Pros 
 

1. Known Entity 

2. Basic Infrastructure in place 

3. Greater ability for interoperability with towns west of Amherst   

4. No additional management time required 

5. Fairly seamless transition from APD to MACC when APD closes its 

administrative offices 

6. Fairly proximal physical location for direct interaction 

7. Lack of direct liability 

8. Local dispatch center, with some familiarity with the area 

9. Licensed on existing frequencies and antenna sites 

10. All Amherst departments funnel into the same center 

11. Current system works 

12. Experienced Public Safety Dispatchers 

13. Reasonably Accurate 
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Cons 
 

1. Below average service 

2. Lack of professionalism 

3. Lack of control in hiring, training, discipline, and policy making 

4. Lack of control over liability that directly affects the Town 

5. Inefficient use of manpower/inability to accomplish other tasks with 

personnel 

6. Inequity of assessment based strictly on population 

7. Poor system in place for redundancy15 

8. Poor organizational structure 

9. Poor management/response to Town concerns or issues 

10. No regionalization with towns to east of Amherst 

11. High cost of operation versus other dispatch comparisons 

12. Inconsistent dispatch protocol compliance 

13. Poor customer service16 

14. Poor Town agency relations 

15. Subject to multiple political entities 

16. Poor physical site (background noise) 

17. Minimal Site Security 

18. High employee turnover 

19. Amherst emergency services personnel are treated with negative attitudes 

by some of the dispatchers 

20. Infrastructure upgrades needed: current hardware/software needs repair 

and/or replacement 

21. Slow resolution of issues 

22. No standardized or consistent coordination of communication between 

other communities 
                                                 
15 Last time Hollis backed up MACC Base for dispatching Amherst Fire, Hollis’s antenna was 
unable to activate the majority of the AFD’s pagers.  January 11, 2004, 11:30 AM. 
 
16 From time to time, has mixed up the administrative on-call list. 
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23. Difficult procedures to address any problems with particular dispatchers 

24. No demonstrated certification or ongoing training programs for dispatchers 

25. Department complaints of slow response radio calls 

26. Frequent breakdowns of interagency communications 

27. Inability to monitor alarms and physical security of town buildings with 

modern technology17 

28. Apparent lack of consideration for non-emergency agencies18  

29. Poor reporting of errors 

30. Poor mutual aid interoperability outside of MACC Base19 

31. No Quality Assurance Plan 

32. Leased facility 

33. No tracking of calls for service or numeric accounting of use by Towns 

34. No demonstrated formal Incident Command training 

                                                 
17 Amherst would have to purchase 30 year old technology for the Recreation building just so it 
will match MACC Base’s equipment and an apparent inability to monitor low temperature or 
sewer alarm for town hall.  Both Souhegan High and Amherst Middle School have had to contact 
with other monitoring companies for a cost of approximately $550.00 per year. 
 
18 DPW has to share a frequency with eight other communities, and unlike emergency operations, 
most DPW related events (storms, etc.) all occur at once negating the usefulness of using the 
radios. 
 
19 Amherst is bordered by Bedford, Hollis, Merrimack, and New Boston but there is no dispatching 
relationship with these communities.  Merrimack is now automatically responding to events on 
101A. 
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Option #2:  Town of Amherst Dispatch 
 

Summary of Option 
 
 This option involves expanding upon the infrastructure and personnel that 
are part of the existing Police Department records management program and 
creating a Town of Amherst Dispatch center that would include dispatching for 
Police, EMS, Fire, and DPW.  This would also allow for the expansion of services 
to other departments that include the Recreation Department, for direct 
communications during all events, including life guards at the lake, recreation 
employees, as well as direct radio communications for the Board of Selectmen 
and Town Administrator during special events such as the 4th of July, and any 
catastrophic events.   
 

Existing APD Records Management 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    (Existing APD Records Management/Dispatch Operation) 
 
The existing personnel manage the operation of the office that includes 

the APD database, records, and reporting system by entering data, reports and 
crime information that is generated by the 24/7 police patrol shifts.  Daily patrol 
generates 8,500 calls for service per year and this equates to numerous reports, 
phone calls, and records that have to be entered and maintained on a daily 
basis.   
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In addition, the personnel at the Police Station answer non-emergency 
phone calls (all business calls) and staff the service window from 8 AM to 8 PM 
Monday through Friday, and 8 AM to 4 PM Saturday and Sunday.  Personnel 
also communicate with officers by radio, and directly through the computer. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
      (Example of Mobile Data Terminal (MDT) in APD Cruiser) 

Annual Estimated Cost 
 

The current budget of these existing services is part of the Police 
Department Budget and is approximately $132,400 per year.  In order to move to 
a full-time 24 hours per day, seven days per week dispatch center, that could 
dispatch for Police, EMS, Fire, and DPW, the actual budget increase would be 
approximately $151,000 each year for a total of $284,000 per year.  In addition, 
there is an estimated $30,000 in start up costs for the first year.  A more 
detailed budget is on the following page. 

 
Current Budgeted Amount   $132,400 
 
Amount Needed    $151,000 
 
Total Budget    $283,400 

 
 The FY 05 Budget contains $211,000 for MACC Base, along with the 
$132,400 in existing services for a total available budget of $343,400, that 
represents enough to increase to 24/7 dispatch within the existing budget with 
enough available to address ongoing equipment needs for the next 3 to 4 years 
without an increase from the existing FY 05 budget levels.  
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ESTIMATED BUDGET FOR AMHERST DISPATCH CENTER 
Proposed Budget Year 04/05 

 

Existing APD Records Management New Start-up Costs

Salaries
Full Time $74,594 Full Time $92,976 3x2080x14.90
Part Time $20,264 Part Time -$4,768 reduced to 20h/week
Overtime Overtime $4,649 4x52x22.35
Holiday Holiday $5,900 11x8x3x22.35

Insurance / Benefits
$24,057 $37,992 3 positions

Telephone $10,500 $4,000

SPOTS Computer $5,000 ** $4000 annually

Office Supplies $2,000 $750

Radio Repair $1,000 $2,000

Uniforms $1,750 ** $750 annually

Training $7,152 ** $1800 annually

Tuition $2,000 ** $1000 annually

Facility Upgrade $10,000 ** One time expenditure

Hiring / Physicals $1,250 ** $500 annually

Replacement Recorder $10,000 ** One time expenditure

Totals $132,415 $180,651

Grand Total Year One $313,066

Total Recurring Budget $283,964

Total Available FY 2005 $343,415

**Recurring expense without one time expenditures, start-up training costs, and  
other related expenses is $151,549.  
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Note:  This analysis presents the worst-case scenario regarding personnel with 
adding 3 additional full-time personnel with associated benefits.  There are ways 
of staffing the 24/7 operation with a combination of full and part time employees.  
Regular part time employees would have regularly schedule shifts and the 
benefit of additional part time employees is you have a larger pool of personnel 
to cover holidays, sick days and other events that occur through out the year. 
 

Dispatching Organization Structure 
 

In order to function on a day to day basis, there should be a direct 
supervisor, or dispatching supervisor who manages the operation as well as 
dispatching.  In addition to a dispatch supervisor, the operation needs to directly 
report to a department head.  This direct reporting would change as personnel 
and experience change, but it should remain directly under one of the major 
public safety department heads, either Fire, EMS or Police. 

 
For this analysis, it is recommended that the Dispatch Supervisor report 

directly to the current Fire Chief.  Of all the current department heads, the Fire 
Chief has experience as a dispatcher, but this option would require the 
cooperative efforts of all the Department Heads, the Town Administrator, and the 
Board of Selectmen. 

Reporting Structure 
 
 

Selectmen

Town Administrator

Fire Chief

Dispatch Supervisor

EMS Director Police Chief DPW Director

FT Dispatchers

PT Dispatchers

Selectmen

Town Administrator

Fire Chief

Dispatch Supervisor

EMS Director Police Chief DPW Director

FT Dispatchers

PT Dispatchers
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Operational, Procedural, and Quality Assurance Structure 

 
 In addition to direct reporting, the success of an interagency dispatch 
center is the continual review of the operation and procedural aspects of the 
center and put a formal quality assurance plan in place that is overseen by the 
Town Administrator, but requires all agencies, Police, EMS, Fire, and DPW to 
provide input and have a voice at the table on the larger picture issues facing the 
dispatch center.  This would also serve as the coordinating entity for all issues, 
and promote a cohesive approach to dispatching, purchasing, and procedures. 
 
 This approach is consistent with the findings of the McKinsey & Company 
Report, and in many cases this report is applicable to most communities, if you 
replace New York, with any Town or City’s name.  
 

“Currently, the FDNY lacks an effective, well established process to manage 
the progress of technology initiatives involving multiple agencies.  It also 
lacks the ability to ensure that these bureaus exchange information 
effectively.  These shortcomings pose perhaps the largest hindrance to the 
Department’s ability to effectively address some long-standing 
communications and technology problems.”20 

 

                                                 
20 Increasing FDNY’s Preparedness, McKinsey & Company, August 2002. p. 85 
 
 

Selectmen

Town Administrator

Fire Chief EMS Director Police Chief DPW Director

Policies, Procedures, Quality Assurance Review

Selectmen

Town Administrator

Fire Chief EMS Director Police Chief DPW Director

Policies, Procedures, Quality Assurance Review
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 The report further states that the committee should have senior 
representation from each bureau or group involved in communication decisions 
and issues.  The proposed structure is consistent with that standard, with the 
under the broad policy direction of the Town Administrator and ultimately the 
Board of Selectmen. 
 
 Some communities create multiple dispatch centers to address the 
perceived interests of each agency.  The administrative structures created 
prevent the cooperation that is necessary to provide for interoperability.  
Successful multiple service dispatch centers need to utilize an administrative 
structure that includes all agencies involved in all policy and procedure decisions. 
For that reason it is imperative to consider the overall structure as well to ensure 
that Amherst does not fall victim to the mentality that a comprehensive, multi-
agency dispatch center cannot work.  
  
 Another interesting note in the McKinsey report is that it recommends 
pursuing evaluating their entire communication infrastructure as a city not as 
individual departments during its next round of Requests for Information or 
Proposals, and states that the Fire Department and the Police Department 
should cooperate more closely, and even mentions the possibility of common 
infrastructure: 
 

“For example, the RFI/RFP mentioned above should determine whether a 
common NYPD and FDNY communications infrastructure would be more 
effective for the city, rather than two separate police and fire networks.”21 

 
 

Clerical and Project Benefits 
 

By switching to a 24/7 dispatch, the records management work and data 
entry would still occur but increase to a 24/7-work schedule.  Since emergency 
services work ebbs and flows based on numerous factors, during slower times, 
the dispatch personnel would also be trained to perform non-time sensitive work 
for all other departments.  Some of this is occurring now, but this expansion 
would allow for a much greater amount of work, since historically, the midnight 
shift is slower than the other shifts. 
 

This would include data entry for the Town Hall, editing and copying, and 
other special projects that may occur periodically for all Town Departments.  A 
good example would be data entry for a new building permit program that would 
have a data base of inspections.  This data is not time sensitive (does not need 

                                                 
21 Increasing FDNY’s Preparedness, McKinsey & Company, August 2002. p. 92 
 
 



Town of Amherst 
Dispatching Option Analysis Report 

March 11, 2004 
 

Page 34 

to be done each hour) and could be performed on the slower dispatching shift.  
Another project could be the routine updating of the Town Website where 
departments would email different updates and the dispatching employee could 
upload them to the site during hours when the site is not experiencing a lot of 
use.   

 
Another needed project is the archiving documents for all departments, 

but more importantly the Planning and Development Department.  Dispatch 
employees could take a box from the Planning department and begin to scan and 
catalogue the file into an electronic form.  There is a need to scan and archive a 
lot of material for Zoning, but it is hard to have the dedicated time at Town Hall to 
have this project move forward.  Eventually, this would allow the Town to provide 
a property owner with a CD with all of the past permits, documents, and 
information we currently have on file for their property in a few minutes, not the 
days or weeks it currently takes to find and copy all of the archived records. 
 

Amherst Dispatch Line-by-Line Discussion 
    

Salaries  -  This budget is calculated on having one dispatcher around the clock 
by hiring three new full-time employees and utilizing the existing full-time clerical 
person and utilizing the executive assistant for 8 hours per week.   In addition, 
the current total of 26 hours part-time coverage would be reduced to 20 hours 
per week to be used as needed.    
 
The overtime figure is based on an average of four hours per week to cover 
emergencies and/or cover open shifts in an emergency.  The holiday pay is 
computed at paying three people, eight hours of overtime pay for eleven 
holidays. 
 
Insurance/Benefits  -  This line is based on adding three two-person health 
plans plus all other benefits associated with a full-time Town employee.  A 
change in the number of full-time versus part-time personnel would alter this line 
by approximately $9,000. 
 
Telephone  -  This is a rough estimate of the cost of adding several additional 
telephone lines into the communication center.  This number would be effected 
by logistical decisions made much later in the process, such as the number of 
new lines required and whether any existing lines within the Town would be 
moved to the center. 
 
SPOTS Computer  -  This line would fund the cost of establishing a State Police 
On-Line Telecommunications System (SPOTS) terminal in the center.  The 
Police Department obtained a federal grant to obtain the terminal that is currently 
located at MACC Base.  It is believed the center would look to purchase new 
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hardware versus retrieve the equipment at MACC Base.  In addition to hardware 
and/or installation costs, there are annual usage costs associated with a SPOTS 
terminal.  After the initial expense, it is believed this cost could drop below 
$4,000. 
 
Office Supplies  -  This line would address the added costs of paper and 
supplies to run a center around the clock. 
 
Radio Repair  -  This is an estimate of the cost to maintain additional 
radio/electronic equipment associated with an expanded communications facility. 
 
Uniforms  -  This would be utilized to outfit all personnel in professional apparel. 
 
Training  -  The bulk of this would be to pay the salary costs of personnel being 
trained for an average of three weeks by other personnel.  This number would 
probably be able to be reduced in subsequent years.  The tuition line would pay 
for the cost of professional courses. 
 
Facility Upgrade  -  This is a one-time line to provide funds to alter the 
communications center facility or some remote facility.  Examples of possible 
costs would be new work stations, wall/door movement, and equipment 
relocation. 
 
Hiring/Physicals  -  The cost of testing and hiring four new employees.  This line 
would be reduced in subsequent years by $750. 
 
Replacement Recorder  -  The current Department recorder records a total of 
four radio and telephone lines.  It is reaching the end of it’s useful life and it is no 
longer supported for maintenance.  In addition, an expanded center would 
require a larger unit capable of recording more lines/channels.  Depending on 
final requirements, this cost could be off by a few thousand dollars.  This is a 
one-time expense. 
 
Final Note:  This analysis does not factor in any offsetting revenues from 
smaller communities that may want to be dispatched by the Town of 
Amherst.  And careful consideration should be made prior to considering 
additional communities, because each additional community may create 
additional personnel and infrastructure needs, as well as additional 
political issues created by multi-community arrangements. 
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Department Needs to Facilitate Amherst 24/7 Dispatch 
 

Amherst Police Department – Necessary Communication Upgrades 
 

To serve as a basic stand-alone dispatch facility for the police department, 
there would be some required changes and/or upgrades to the current 
communication set-up.  The recording system would need to be replaced.  As 
stated above, this requirement exists even without any change in the existing 
system.  In addition, a State Police On-line Telecommunications System 
(SPOTS) terminal would need to be added at the police station, and the existing 
computer server owned by the Town and located at MACC would need to be 
relocated to APD.  Also, all E911 calls would have to be re-routed from MACC to 
APD.  This is a simple transition with all hardware and software provided by the 
NH E911 system, at no cost to the town except providing sufficient telephone 
lines to answer all 911 calls.  These changes would be the minimum required to 
address stand-alone police dispatching. 
 

To create a proper stand-alone dispatch facility, additional upgrades would 
be required.  To improve radio coverage, additional transmitter site(s) would 
need to be created.  It is believed that one or two sites would be required for 
optimal coverage.  Each site would require a transmitter, antenna, and back up 
power.  One of these sites could also be utilized as a redundant back up site in 
case of a catastrophic event at APD.  Such utilization would require a back up 
consolette be placed at the site, along with a small work area to allow it to be 
used as a dispatch facility during such a catastrophe.  

 
An alternative to this option is negotiating an agreement with an existing 

dispatch facility to serve as such a back up.  There would be some cost 
associated with this arrangement, such as telephone lines or radios, however 
there would be no way of estimating those costs at this time.  The current 
administrative area and other areas of the police station would require some 
minor modifications, both to serve as a stand-alone dispatch facility as well as 
continue the existing administrative functions of the police department.  These 
modifications are believed to be fairly minor, and could be accomplished using 
town personnel.  To provide sufficient capability for a large incident, a second 
console should be added to the existing set-up.  This would allow a second 
employee to work completely independently during such an event.  The existing 
Motorola consolette does provide this function to a limited degree now, so this 
addition is not viewed as an absolute requirement. 

 
Note:  These costs are outlined as part of the $30,000 of initial start 

up costs in the estimated budget. 
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Amherst EMS – Necessary Communication Upgrades 
 
Due to the geographic topography of the towns of Mont Vernon and 

Amherst, several poor communication transmit locations exist.  To improve 
transmission coverage, in-vehicle radio repeaters should be added to increase 
radio transmission output, and additional transmission sites should be added on 
the south end of Amherst, and at a point to be determined later in Mont Vernon. 

 
To change the primary dispatch provider for the Amherst EMS department 

from MACC to any of the above listed agencies, would require some minimal 
equipment changes and possible reprogramming of existing equipment.   At a 
minimum, the existing telephone circuit lines connecting Amherst EMS to MACC 
would be terminated, and replaced by similar lines connecting Amherst EMS to 
the selected agency.  The cost for such lines is estimated to be more expensive 
due to the increased distance, however this should not be a major increase.  
Such an arrangement would provide the same radio coverage as would exist 
utilizing the Amherst EMS/Police transmitter/antenna.  To improve the coverage, 
as well as eliminate recurring telephone line costs, the other option is to utilize 
the selected agencies existing transmitter sites (if available) connected via radio 
links to Amherst EMS.  This would be a substantial one-time shared cost with 
Amherst Fire that would solve coverage issues for the length of the agreement 
between Amherst EMS/Fire and the selected agency.   

 
Non-equipment changes would include the following data entry protocols: 
 

• Dispatch & Response Criteria 
• Amherst & Mont Vernon Street Demographics 
• Incident Response Criteria (ALS intercepts) 
• Resource Hospital Coordination 
• ICS Coordination training 
• Mutual Aid Coordination 
• Redundancy Communications 

 

Amherst Fire – Necessary Communication Upgrades 
 
 Changing the primary dispatch center from MACC Base to another entity 
would require the entering of our dispatch protocols into the new agency’s 
Computer Aided Dispatch software system, notifying area fire departments of 
changes in dispatch center phone numbers and radio frequencies, and 
determining costs of either phone lines to a new transmit antenna, or hardware 
costs for radio links with the new dispatch center. 
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 We are working with a Frequency Coordinator to obtain new frequencies 
from the FCC, and to license these frequencies at different sites in Town and on 
Federal Hill. As of the week of March 8, 2004, the Frequency Coordinator has 
identified several new frequencies and is preparing the FCC paperwork for 
licensing these new VHF frequencies for Amherst EMS, Amherst Fire 
Department, Amherst Police Department and Amherst Department of Public 
Works. These new frequencies, in addition to our current frequencies, will allow 
all the listed agencies to talk to each other using one radio, streamlining the 
number of radios required and controlling the costs to the Community. 
Additionally we have identified a number of Nationwide Interoperability 
frequencies that will give all the listed Departments the ability to talk to one 
another on the same channel during incidents in the Community. 

Amherst DPW – Necessary Communication Upgrades 
 
 For Public Works there is no immediate conversion, the existing in place 
equipment could be used until the departments “more prone to emergencies” are 
up and running (one year-two years).  After such time, or when deemed 
appropriate, we convert to a new “high band” frequency using the four 
ambulance radios and new or used purchased radios. 
 
 
Detailed Pros and Cons of Amherst 24/7 Dispatch 
 

Pros 
 
1. Total and direct control 

2. Provide additional level of service to Town/facility open 24 hours for 

emergencies and additional service for permits, etc. 

3. Better ratio of dispatchers to units on the road 

4. Better use of records management and CAD software 

5. Promotion of team oriented approach with one team vs. two22 promotes a 

better quality of service internally and externally 

6. More functional police station because of manning/ability to monitor 

building, people, and monitor alarms for municipal buildings 

7. Use of existing facility/no new heating/AC/electrical costs 

                                                 
22 This is in reference to splitting up the services between multiple dispatching agencies. 
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8. Ability to create better mutual aid relationships with all neighbors, not just 

those to the west 

9. Full access to SPOTS terminal at the PD 

10. Improved access to resources (record checks, other sensitive info, 

dispatch tapes, etc)/no need for constant faxing of info 

11. Improved interoperability with Amherst services due to closer relationships 

between the services and dispatchers.  All Town Departments can be 

dispatched with immediate sharing of information 

12. Faster resolution/correction of software/hardware issues as they’d be in-

house 

13. Direct control over policy/procedures based on department 

input/cooperation 

14. Immediate addressing of dispatching issues 

15. The Dispatchers can do other Town work during the slow periods, i.e. data 

entering 

16. Direct control of growth 

17. The ability to offset costs by bringing other Towns onboard 

18. Existing radios and antennas 

19. Direct control over hiring, training, and setting the standards for 

employees 

20. Experience in Police Dispatching 

21. Enhanced 24/7 Communications w/ All Departments & Department Heads 

22. Ability to grow as needed (only one political entity) 

23. Possible grant $$$ to assist expansion & security 

24. Enhanced CAD & System Status Management that would include Fire and 

EMS 

25. Greater control of special event monitoring (this would include customizing 

the dispatch for events, such as 4th of July) 

26. Better interoperability control with mutual aid communities 

27. Overall better service for same or lesser $$$ than currently paying 

28. Immediate access to a supervisor 
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29. Full familiarity with area, equipment, and manpower. 

30. Percentage of dispatch team already exists at APD. 

31. Full control of the end product to include, but not limited to: 

• training 

• record keeping 

• Immediate access to the process of correcting customer service 

issues 

• Immediate access to the process of correcting dispatching issues. 

32. Full control of the cost of implementation and operation. 

33. Ability to chart and document actual usage by department. 

34. If at some future time, EMS and Fire merge or utilize the same space (to 

include finishing off the second floor of Fire for sleeping quarters), 

dispatch center could be moved downstairs in old EMS area and occupy 

what would become a state of the art facility. 

35. Conversion of DPW frequency to high band without the bureaucracy of 

going through another board.23 

36. Less competition for airtime without multiple communities 

37. Direct control of the antenna sites. 

38. Yearly budget would be lower then proposed MACC Base budget, with full 

municipal control over upgrades. 

Cons 
 

1. Large amount of start-up work needed/policies, procedures, 

administration, hiring, training, etc 

2. Infrastructure improvements required 

3. Staffing headaches 

4. Need to establish redundancy 

5. Will require man-hours to manage/administrate  

                                                 
23 This change can be made by contacting a frequency coordinator for Amherst and making 
changes to equipment in Amherst.  Some radios will be provided by Amherst EMS, and there are 
no further licensing issues or political issues with outside agencies or communities. 
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6. Increased civil liability for the Town of Amherst  

7. Infringes on existing physical space 

8. Only one dispatcher on duty at a time 

9. Costs 

10. Resistance to Change 

11. Tremendous effort required by all departments 

12. Recruitment and retention issues 

13. Training Costs 

14. Licensing issues 

15. Technical Repair Plan 

16. Holiday Coverage (supervisor) 

17. No current operational experience in 24/7 dispatching 

18. Limited 911 call taking experience 

19. May not dispatch any neighboring departments 

20. No history for budgeting, only estimates 

21. Provide time for continuing education of the dispatchers 

22. History has shown it is difficult to have a combined dispatch center that 

serves all four services equally well 

23. We own all the issues and problems 

24. Once we own everything and have it staffed, it is difficult to return to 

out sourcing our dispatching 

25. Need a work environment that has limited distractions 

26. Startup costs could equal or be slightly higher than payment to MACC 
base. 

 
• Radio upgrades 
• Licensing of antenna sites. 
• Repeaters and remote transmitters 
• Staffing and training 
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Option #3:  Hillsborough County Sheriff’s 
Department 
 

 

Summary of Option 
 

The Hillsborough communications division continues to provide 
emergency dispatch services twenty-four hours per day, every day, supplying 
radio and telephone communications not only for the Sheriff's Office, but for 
several communities in the County as well. 
 

Police dispatch services provided for the towns of Francestown, 
Greenfield, Greenville, Litchfield, Mason, New Ipswich, Peterborough and 
Temple.  We provide Fire Dispatch for Mason and Greenville, and EMS Dispatch 
for Mason, Greenville, New Ipswich and the Souhegan Valley Regional 
Ambulance Service.  They also continue to provide dispatch services for the 
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Highway Departments of Greenville, Mason, New Ipswich, Peterborough and 
Temple.  In addition, they also provide dispatch services for the Manchester 
Office of the Department of Probation and Parole. 
 

The centralized dispatch provides an informational hub for the emergency 
services community of the County, while revenues from these services are 
returned to the County General Fund, reducing the county tax rate.  
 
 
     Calls for service in 2003     18,041 
 
     Calls for service in 2004     24,400 (projected) 24             
 

The Office of the Hillsborough County Sheriff operates a 24-hour dispatch 
center to provide radio and telephone communications to and from deputies in 
the field. Also, other law enforcement agencies need to have access via 
computer, telephone, fax and radio to information on criminals wanted by our 
department. Also, we provide dispatching services to agencies who have 
requested it. In 2002, there were 153,206 dispatch phone calls and 583,101 radio 
transmissions. 

 
Considering the Hillsborough County Sheriff for dispatching requires a 

decision to either have them dispatch for Police, EMS, Fire, and DPW, or just 
Police and DPW, which creates two separate sub-options for Fire and EMS. 
 

Annual Estimated Cost 
 

The estimated annual fees for the Town of Amherst are: 
 
Police: $50,000 
Fire:  $14,000 
EMS  $ 9,000 
Highway $ 5,000 
 
Total  $78,000 
 

In addition, any costs associated with implementation such as new 
equipment, relocation of existing equipment, telephone lines etc. would be the 
responsibility of the Town of Amherst. 
 

                                                 
24 http://www.hcsonh.us/comm.html 
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Summary of Dispatch Statistics 
 
Francestown is dispatched 24/7 (168 hours per week) for police only. Their call 
volume for 2002 was 3,659. 
 
Greenfield is dispatched 24/7 (168 hours per week) for police only. Their call 
volume for 2002 was 3,683. 
 
Litchfield is dispatched 88 hours per week for police only. Their call volume for 
2002 was 8771.  
 
Peterborough is dispatched 88 hours per week for police only. Their call volume 
for 2002 was 9,618. 
 
Mason is dispatched 24/7 (168 hours per week) for police, fire, EMS and 
highway. Their call volume for 2002 was 5,421. 
 
Temple is dispatched 24/7 (168 hours per week) for police only. Their call volume 
for 2002 was 3,301 
 
New Ipswich is dispatched 128 hours per week for police and highway. Their call 
volume for 2002 was 8,055. They receive EMS response from Souhegan Valley 
Ambulance. 
 
Souhegan Valley Ambulance Service is dispatched 24/7 (168 hours per week) for 
EMS calls in New Ipswich and Greenville. Their call volume for 2002 was 445. 
 
Began dispatching for Greenville on January 1, 2004 for police, fire and highway. 
Their 2004 call volume is projected to be 4,000. They receive EMS response 
from Souhegan Valley Ambulance. 
 
 

Department Needs to Facilitate Change to Hillsborough County 
 

Amherst Police Department – Necessary Changes to Switch from 
MACC to HCSD 
 

To change the primary dispatch provider for the police department from 
MACC to Hillsborough County Sheriff’s Department (HCSD) would require some 
equipment changes.  The degree of those changes is subject to some debate, 
but they will be presented in the form of minimal to maximal for this discussion.  
At a minimum, the existing telephone circuit lines connecting APD to MACC 
would be terminated, and replaced by similar lines connecting APD to HCSD.  
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The cost for such lines is estimated to be more expensive due to the increased 
distance; however this should not be a major increase.  Such an arrangement 
would provide the same radio coverage as currently exists utilizing the APD 
transmitter/antenna.   

 
To improve the coverage, as well as eliminate recurring telephone line 

costs, the other option is to utilize HCSD transmitter sites connected via radio 
links to APD.  This would be a substantial one-time cost that would solve 
coverage issues for the length of the agreement between APD and HCSD.  The 
termination of the agreement would result in APD losing access to these sites.  
Either option would require the forwarding of all business line telephone calls to 
the HCSD dispatch center.  This could result in some additional telephone 
company expenses due to the different telephone exchanges involved versus the 
current situation where both facilities are located in the same exchange.  

 

Amherst Fire – Necessary Communication Upgrades 
 
 Changing the primary dispatch center from MACC Base to another entity 
would require the entering of our dispatch protocols into the new agency’s 
Computer Aided Dispatch software system, notifying area fire departments of 
changes in dispatch center phone numbers and radio frequencies, and 
determining costs of either phone lines to a new transmit antenna, or hardware 
costs for radio links with the new dispatch center. 

 

Amherst EMS – Necessary Communication Upgrades 
 
To change the primary dispatch provider for the Amherst EMS department 

from MACC to any of the above listed agencies, would require some minimal 
equipment changes and possible reprogramming of existing equipment.   At a 
minimum, the existing telephone circuit lines connecting Amherst EMS to MACC 
would be terminated, and replaced by similar lines connecting Amherst EMS to 
the selected agency.  The cost for such lines is estimated to be more expensive 
due to the increased distance, however this should not be a major increase.  
Such an arrangement would provide the same radio coverage as would utilizing 
the Amherst EMS/Police transmitter/antenna.  To improve the coverage, as well 
as eliminate recurring telephone line costs, the other option is to utilize the 
selected agencies existing transmitter sites (if available) connected via radio links 
to Amherst EMS.  This would be a substantial one-time shared cost with Amherst 
Fire that would solve coverage issues for the length of the agreement between 
Amherst EMS/Fire and the selected agency.   

 
Non-equipment changes would include the following data entry protocols: 
 

• Dispatch & Response Criteria 
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• Amherst & Mont Vernon Street Demographics 
• Incident Response Criteria (ALS intercepts) 
• Resource Hospital Coordination 
• ICS Coordination training 
• Mutual Aid Coordination 
• Redundancy Communications 

 

Amherst DPW – Necessary Communication Upgrades 
 
  
 The Sheriff stated in his presentation that he would move highway to high 
band and transmit off Pack Monadnock.  Upgrades would include:   
 

• Licensing, transmitter, and antenna on Pack Monadnock 
• Phone or cross band RF link from his dispatch center to the antenna site 

on Pack Monadnock (Sheriff does the latter for Mason).  
• Training in whatever standard protocols they use 

 
 DPW would continue to maintain a radio, antenna, and license at the 
Amherst Police Department and Public Works.  This change would require us to 
publicize to all residents who now call MACC Base to the Sheriff’s 800 number. 
The direct lines from Highway could be programmed to call forward after normal 
business hours (this has a minimal fee to the phone company). 
 
Detailed Pros and Cons of Hillsborough County 
Dispatch 
 

Pros 
 

1. Existing operation 

2. Lack of direct liability 

3. No additional management required by Town 

4. Redundancy plan in existence (at least for existing towns) 

5. Ability to dispatch all town services 

6. Upgrading their Comm. Center 

7. New Comm. Center will be self-reliant 

8. Reasonable cost estimates based on other options comparisons 

9. CAD software is industry standard 
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10. Little turnover w/FT personnel 

11. If Amherst joins there would be 2 dispatchers on duty 24/7 

12. A local community (Bedford) is their backup 

13. Dispatchers have Association of Public-Safety Communications Officials 

(APCO) & Powerphone certification 

14. Willing to move public works to high band. 

15. Currently dispatching public works for several small communities 

16. Have the ability to assist in writing grants 

17. Their radio personnel will assist in equipment repairs 

18. Experienced Public Safety Dispatchers 

19. Local Service 

20. Willingness to grow and expand services 

21. Possible backup option for Amherst 
 

Cons 
 

1. Unknown level of service/current reputation is not favorable25 

2. Lack of control in hiring, training, discipline, and policy making 

3. Inefficient use of manpower/inability to accomplish other tasks with 

personnel 

4. Lack of extensive experience with fire and EMS 

5. Recommended major infrastructure improvements would not benefit Town 

if contract with HCSD ended 

6. Highly political process for funding/budgeting 

7. Addition of Amherst would have a major impact on the existing operation 

8. Considerable distance between center and Amherst/low level of direct 

interaction - 30 minutes away 

9. Not under local control/No direct representation   

                                                 
25 Research showed they sometimes have difficulty with the details (from another town 
department they dispatch for). 
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10. Amherst has to provide/ensure FCC licensing for them to dispatch 

Amherst 

11. Does not dispatch any neighboring departments 

12. Have to develop antenna site(s)/radio links in Amherst 

13. Currently operating with a limited staff 

14. Separation of departments from one central dispatch (If DPW/Police 

option is the option chosen) 

15. Cost of dedicated phone lines or satellite links.  

16. The presentation showed there was no direct process for redress. 

17. Limited Flexibility for local procedures 

18. Limited Customer Service “Big Picture” 

19. Limited mutual aid interoperability for EMS, Fire and DPW 

20. Poor emergency recall plan 

21. No Quality Assurance Plan 
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 Sub-Option #1:  Derry Fire:  Fire & EMS only 
 

Option Summary 
 

The Derry Fire Department Emergency communication center was formed 
in 1982 with the advent of full-time professional dispatching personnel. The 
system has been improved consistently since that time with updated 
communication systems, integrated fire and emergency medical services 
dispatching, as well as radio and hardwired municipal alarm system monitoring. 
The system is staffed 24 hours a day seven days a week with a staffing of 5 full-
time dispatch personnel, 2 per-diem dispatch personnel, as well as several 
firefighters and paramedics that have been certified to perform dispatching duties 
on an as needed basis. The Derry Fire Department is in the process of 
reorganization that will enhance the current communication center with additional 
personnel including a full time Director of Technology and Communications who 
will manage the information technology component of the system. 
 

All full-time personnel are certified by the International Municipal Signal 
Association to the basic level as emergency communication specialists. This 
certification is in compliance with the National Fire Protection Association 
Standard 1221. In 2004 all dispatchers will be attending the advanced 
certification course offered by IMSA. The communication center is supervised by 
a command Battalion Chief who is responsible for the day to day operations of 
the center. 

 
The communication center is currently in the process of undergoing a 

major $500,000.00 renovation with the addition of state of the art software, 
hardware, digital recording devices, and redundant dispatching consoles. 

System Components 
 

The communication center currently provides emergency dispatching 
services to the communities of Auburn, Chester, Derry, East Derry, Hampstead, 
and Windham NH. It also provides dispatching and alpha paging services to the 
16 communities that comprise the Southeastern New Hampshire Hazardous 
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Materials Mutual Aid District. Alarm monitoring services are also provided on a 
24/7 basis.  
 

Currently fees to our customers are undergoing review regarding written 
agreements that will base the dispatch costs on two factors – population of 
community in relation to the total population the communication center serves 
and the number of dispatch calls in relation to the total number of emergency 
dispatches annually. System statistics for the past twelve months reveal the 
number of emergency responses dispatched to be in excess of 7,000. The 
system has experienced an average annual increase in the number of responses 
at 4 percent. The approximate total of population served is 100,000. 
 

Annual Estimated Cost 
 
The estimated annual cost is projected in the chart below, but for FY 05, the 
Town of Amherst would pay $37,085 per year for dispatching services for the 
Fire and EMS Departments. 
 
 
EQUALIZED DISPATCH BUDGET
Based on 50/50 breakdown between the population served and number of incidents dispatched to

Based on proportion of total population (50%) and total number of dispatches (50%)
The numbers used for this formula are those used a for the calendar year - 2003  
 
 
 
Anticipated Dispatch Budgets
4% annual increase

Current FY 04 FY 05 FY 06 FY 07
Derry Fire 76,852$          79,926.08$     83,123.12$    86,448.05$      
Derry  Ambulance 113,806$        118,358.24$   123,092.57$  128,016.27$    
East Derry Fire Department 28,890$          30,045.60$     31,247.42$    32,497.32$      
Auburn Fire Department 17,298$          17,989.92$     18,709.52$    19,457.90$      
Chester Fire Department 12,313$          12,805.52$     13,317.74$    13,850.45$      
Hampstead Fire Department 31,928$          33,205.12$     34,533.32$    35,914.66$      
Windham Fire Department 53,512$          55,652.48$     57,878.58$    60,193.72$      
Amherst 37,085.30$     38,568.71$    40,111.46$      
Total 334,599$        385,068.26$   400,470.99$  416,489.83$    
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Derry Fire FY 04 Budget 

Derry Fire Dispatch Budget 2004
Acct # Account Description FY 04 Department 

Recommended
PERSONNEL SERVICES

Category 100
110 Permanent Wages- Full Time 169,627

120 Temporary Wages - Part-time 13,060
130 Elected Compensation
140 Overtime 15,000
200 Employee Benefits  98,972

TOTAL PERSONNEL SERVICES 296,659

OPERATIONS & MAINTENANCE
Category 490

292 Training & Conferences 3,500

293 Uniforms 3,000
342 Information Technology 3,795
390 Other Professional Services 5,270
410 Electricity 3,603
411 HVAC 1,724
430 Contracted Repairs & Maintenance 15,150

620 Office 250
700 Capital less than $10,000 4,300

TOTAL O&M 40,592
CAPITAL OUTLAY

Category 825
740 Machinery & Equipment 310,993

TOTAL CAPITAL OUTLAY 310,993

TOTAL DEPARTMENT EXPENSE 648,244

REVENUE

023 Revenue from other governments 45,000

TOTAL DEPARTMENT REVENUE 45,000 
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Department Needs to Facilitate Change to Derry Fire 

Amherst Fire – Necessary Communication Upgrades 
 
 Changing the primary dispatch center from MACC Base to another entity 
would require the entering of our dispatch protocols into the new agency’s 
Computer Aided Dispatch software system, notifying area fire departments of 
changes in dispatch center phone numbers and radio frequencies, and 
determining costs of either phone lines to a new transmit antenna, or hardware 
costs for radio links with the new dispatch center. 
 

Amherst EMS – Necessary Communication Upgrades 
 
To change the primary dispatch provider for the Amherst EMS department 

from MACC to any of the above listed agencies, would require some minimal 
equipment changes and possible reprogramming of existing equipment.   At a 
minimum, the existing telephone circuit lines connecting Amherst EMS to MACC 
would be terminated, and replaced by similar lines connecting Amherst EMS to 
the selected agency.  The cost for such lines is estimated to be more expensive 
due to the increased distance, however this should not be a major increase.  
Such an arrangement would provide the same radio coverage as would utilizing 
the Amherst EMS/Police transmitter/antenna.  To improve the coverage, as well 
as eliminate recurring telephone line costs, the other option is to utilize the 
selected agencies existing transmitter sites (if available) connected via radio links 
to Amherst EMS.  This would be a substantial one-time shared cost with Amherst 
Fire that would solve coverage issues for the length of the agreement between 
Amherst EMS/Fire and the selected agency.   

 
Non-equipment changes would include the following data entry protocols: 
 

• Dispatch & Response Criteria 
• Amherst & Mont Vernon Street Demographics 
• Incident Response Criteria (ALS intercepts) 
• Resource Hospital Coordination 
• ICS Coordination training 
• Mutual Aid Coordination 
• Redundancy Communications 
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Detailed Pros and Cons of Derry Fire:  Fire & EMS Only 
 
 

Pros 
 

1. Current system works well 

2. Experienced Public Safety Dispatchers 

3. High accuracy rate in dispatching 

4. Price 

5. Good Customer Service 

6. Good expansion plan 

7. Good understanding of EMS/Fire Needs 

8. Good quality assurance plan 

9. Willingness to customize 

10. $500,000 Comm. Center upgrade in process 

11. Fire/EMS CAD system (Red Alert) 

12. Upgrading digital technology 

13. Able to use Mobile Data Terminals (MDTs) 

14. RF Knox Box key release 

15. Provide each community an annual report, chart/graph number of 

responses, times of responses 

16. Chief Officer meetings on a quarterly basis 

17. Dispatchers trained to NFPA 1221 standards 

18. In 2004 they plan to have all Dispatchers attend advanced certification 

course by IMSA 

19. F/T Dispatchers certified to IMSA basic level emergency communication 

specialists 

20. F/T Dispatchers Level 2 Firefighter certification 

21. Dispatchers have monthly mandatory training 

22. Several Derry Fire personnel trained to be backup if needed 
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23. All communities using the dispatch center use the same common 

terminology and have the same “mayday” protocol 

24. Provide alarm monitoring 

25. Daily updates to contracted communities on issues that may impact the 

community 

26. Email of incident times/reports to the community 

27. Provide a Dispatcher at the scene of large/prolonged incidents 

28. Municipal Fire/EMS Department 

 

Cons 
 

1. 30 minutes away/ Non-local service 

2. Not under local control 

3. Does not provide Police or DPW dispatch, Requires Fire and EMS to be 

Separate from Police/DPW 

4. Amherst has to provide/ensure FCC licensing for Derry to dispatch 

Amherst 

5. Does not dispatch any neighboring departments, Poor mutual aid 

interoperability 

6. Have to develop antenna site(s)/radio links in Amherst 

7. Too elaborate reporting for our size town 

8. Infrastructure upgrades needed 
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Sub-Option #2:  Southwestern New Hampshire District 
Fire Mutual Aid (KMA):  Fire & EMS only 
 

Option Summary 
 
 Southwestern New Hampshire District Fire Mutual Aid (KMA) was 
organized as a Fire Dispatch Center in1958 -District Fire Mutual Aid Systems 
under RSA 154:30.  They currently provide alarm service, Police and EMS 
dispatch, group purchase of equipment as well as training for Fire and EMS. 
 
 KMA is a consolidated emergency dispatch center with Fire, EMS, 
Emergency Management consisting of 16 Communication Specialists (10 full-
time, 6 part-time).  Nationally a dispatcher burns out in 3 years, but at FMA has 
an average length of service of 13 years with combined years of service of 222 
years.  KMA dispatchers have knowledge of the dispatch area, available 
resources, knowledge of equipment and knowledge of Town’s needs. 
 
 At KMA 89 percent of the dispatchers have worked in the Fire or EMS field 
and are familiar with procedures, protocols, and terminology.   
 
 KMA is organized with a board of Director and overseen by a full-time 
chief.  See organization chart below: 



Town of Amherst 
Dispatching Option Analysis Report 

March 11, 2004 
 

Page 56 

 
 KMA currently dispatches for 78 Fire Departments, 49 in New Hampshire, 
27 in Vermont, and 2 in Massachusetts.  They also dispatch for 18 EMS 
Agencies, 13 in New Hampshire and 5 in Vermont. 
 

Annual Estimated Cost 
 
 The assessment from Southwest Fire Mutual Aid for 2004 would be 
$64,372. 
 

Southwestern NH District Fire Mutual Aid System

Radio Technician
MAR-2

Radio Technician
MAR-1

Mutual Aid
Radio Shop

 P/T Communication
Specialists
D11-D16

Communications
Specialists
D3 - D10

Senior
Communication

Specialist
D2

Communications
Supervisor

D1

Secretary

Coordinator
Chief Paul Szoc

Board of Directors
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Department Needs to Facilitate Change to KMA 

Amherst Fire – Necessary Communication Upgrades 
 
 Changing the primary dispatch center from MACC Base to another entity 
would require the entering of our dispatch protocols into the new agency’s 
Computer Aided Dispatch software system, notifying area fire departments of 
changes in dispatch center phone numbers and radio frequencies, and 
determining costs of either phone lines to a new transmit antenna, or hardware 
costs for radio links with the new dispatch center. 

Amherst EMS – Necessary Communication Upgrades 
 
To change the primary dispatch provider for the Amherst EMS department 

from MACC to any of the above listed agencies, would require some minimal 
equipment changes and possible reprogramming of existing equipment.   At a 
minimum, the existing telephone circuit lines connecting Amherst EMS to MACC 
would be terminated, and replaced by similar lines connecting Amherst EMS to 
the selected agency.  The cost for such lines is estimated to be more expensive 
due to the increased distance, however this should not be a major increase.  
Such an arrangement would provide the same radio coverage as would utilizing 
the Amherst EMS/Police transmitter/antenna.  To improve the coverage, as well 
as eliminate recurring telephone line costs, the other option is to utilize the 
selected agencies existing transmitter sites (if available) connected via radio links 
to Amherst EMS.  This would be a substantial one-time shared cost with Amherst 
Fire that would solve coverage issues for the length of the agreement between 
Amherst EMS/Fire and the selected agency.   

 
Non-equipment changes would include the following data entry protocols: 
 

• Dispatch & Response Criteria 
• Amherst & Mont Vernon Street Demographics 
• Incident Response Criteria (ALS intercepts) 
• Resource Hospital Coordination 
• ICS Coordination training 
• Mutual Aid Coordination 
• Redundancy Communications 
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Detailed Pros and Cons of Southwestern New 
Hampshire District Fire Mutual Aid (KMA):  Fire & EMS 
only 
 

 Pros 
1. Large infrastructure 

2. Repair personnel part of the organization 

3. Low turn over of personnel 

4. Minimum of 2 Dispatchers on at a time 

5. Large customer base 

6. UL listed agency 

7. Provide alarm monitoring 

8. Large resource pool 

9. Provide a small mobile command center as needed 

10. Use their frequencies, no further licensing needed on our part 

11. Dispatchers trained to Association of Public-Safety Communications 

Officials (APCO) certification 

12. Respected in the industry as a leader 

 
 

Cons 
1. Approx. 1 hour away 

2. Not under local control 

3. Does not provide Police or DPW dispatch 

4. Does not dispatch any neighboring departments 

5. 1 main dispatch frequency for 60+ communities 

6. Does not provide computerized times/dispatch info 

7. Have to develop antenna site(s)/radio links in Amherst 

8. No direct representation unless one of our members is on the Board of 

Directors 
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Summary of other Community Dispatching 
 
A summary of different communities and how they dispatch appears below:  
 

Town Population Type of Dispatch Cost Additional Comments 
Windham 13750 Police In House 

Fire, EMS Contracted 
with Derry 

$310,000.00 
$ 20,000.00 

Split recently due to 
losing senior 

dispatchers and this is 
seen as a temp 

measure.  They are 
happy with Derry, 

however are evaluating 
whether or not it should 
come back under one 
roof for better control. 

 
Goffstown 17000 Fire, EMS, Police In 

House 
Also Dispatch Weare 

and New Boston 

     ? Two dispatchers on 
days and evenings, one 

dispatcher over night 
 
 

Plaistow  8000 Fire, Police, EMS, 
DPW 

Another Town pays 
$25,000 to Plaistow 
(recently updated 

equipment for 
$160,000) 

 

$175,000.00 
$ (25,000.00) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

New 
London 

 4200 Fire, Police, EMS 
8 other Towns pay 

$80,000 
(Similar total call 

volume to Amherst) 
7500 Police; 1200 

Fire/EMS 
 

$243,000.00 
$ (80,000.00) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bow  8200 Policy Only – 5 Towns 
Bow, Pembroke, 

Dunbarton, 
Allenstown and 

Epsom 
Fire/EMS is handled 

separately 
 

$304,860.00 
$ 58,000.00 

 
Fire and EMS 

 
 
 
 

Raymond 10000 Police, Fire, 
Ambulance 

(separate), DPW 
Fremont Fire and 

Rescue 
(20 years doings its 

own dispatch) 

$393,077.00 
$  (5,000.00) 

 
Payment from Fremont 
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Town Population Type of Dispatch Cost  Additional Comments 
Peterborough  6000 Police 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fire 

$  12,264.00 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

$  34,000.00 

The town dispatches in-
house for 16 hours Mon 

– Friday.  They pay 
Hillsborough County 
(Sheriff’s Office) this 

sum for the remaining 8 
hours per day, 

weekends and holidays. 
KMA out of Keene 

 
 

Stratham  7000 Contracted to 
Newmarket for all 

Departments 

$  48,200.00 Police department is 
approximately 9 officers

 
 

Newmarket  8268 Police, Fire, EMS, 
DPW for Newmarket, 

Stratham, and 
Newfields.  Fire only 

for Nottingham. 

$200,000 est 
  
 
 
 

$(60,000) est 

Mix of full time and 
permanent part time 
dispatchers, typically 
two on evenings.  In 
existence for app. 30 

years. 
Payment from other 

communities 
 
 

Hollis  8200 Police, Fire, EMS, 
DPW for Hollis and 

Brookline 
Population for both 
Towns combined is 

app. 13, 500. 

$277,665.00 Administered by Board 
made up of each 

service Department 
head who meet 

monthly.  Dispatch 
Supervisor works days, 

with additional 
dispatcher, one 

dispatcher on all other 
shifts. 

 
 

Merrimack 27000 Police, Fire, EMS, no 
DPW 

$473,061.00 Fire had separate 
dispatch until 1990 

when they joined with 
PD.  DPW handles in-

house during work day 
and calls some one in 

during storms.  
Typically have 2 

dispatchers on except 
for midnights.  Total of 
8 full time employees. 

 
 

Bedford 18274 Police, Fire/EMS (one 
dept.) 

$298,144.00 Currently employ 7 full 
time dispatchers 

(including one 
supervisor). 
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Department Head Recommendations 
 
 Each Department Head was tasked with ranking each option and the 
reasons behind each option.  This assignment was done independently, and the 
results were not shared until each assignment was complete.   
 

Final Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
 The Department Heads are unanimous in their final conclusion that 
Amherst should move forward with in-house 24/7 dispatching services as 
outlined earlier in this report.  This was not an easy decision.  After review of the 
options available, it became clear that for interoperability and more direct control, 
the in house option presents the best opportunity to meet each department’s 
needs.  In addition, this option allows the Town to avoid the political issues that 
arise in trying the meet the needs of not only a multi-agency, but also multi-
jurisdictional operation. 
 
 Some of the options, such as Derry Fire or KMA would present a high 
level of service for the Fire and EMS department, but at the cost of breaking up 
our dispatching services into multi-agencies, which may have been the mindset 
in the past, but on both the New Hampshire and the National level, entities are 
beginning to look at complete dispatching services, due to the greater ability to 
deal with interoperability, and less potential problems and conflicts.  Most 
emergency events require all public safety agencies to respond, and the larger 
the incident, the greater the need for interoperability with them, and the other 
departments such as Public Works as well as the Administration of the Town. 
 
 With the time available, and the resources already committed by the 
Town, moving forward with a comprehensive emergency communications center 
would require the cooperative effort of all departments, the Town Administrator 
and the Board of Selectmen.  This option would not require an additional 
appropriation to make it a reality.  Developing a Town of Amherst emergency 
communication center should result in a greater level of service for the Town for 
the same dollars already appropriated, or less.     
 
 The complete memos from each Department Head appear in the 
Appendix, but excerpts appear below: 
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Fire Department Dispatching Recommendations 
 
Note:  This is ranked with the consideration of Amherst Fire only. 
 

1.   Derry Fire  
a) They are on the cutting edge of Fire/EMS dispatching in the area  
b) They can support MDT and radio controlled Knox box key release for a 

high level of security to the Community  
c) Fire/EMS dispatching Fire/EMS-their total focus is on what we do  
d) They can provide a person to come to the fireground to support the 

Incident Commander during extended incidents  
e) Excellent QA/QI system in place  
f) Highly trained and experienced dispatchers  
g) Very good organizational structure  
h) Willing to work on radio coverage solutions for Amherst  
i) Good system in place to address concerns/thoughts  

  

2. Amherst Dispatch 
a) We structure the system to fit our needs  
b) We have total control  
c) Instant resolution to issues  
d) We control employee development  
e) Best intercommunity interoperability situation  
f) Provide office support outside of dispatching during slow periods  
g) Gives a stronger sense of a Team atmosphere  
h) Better sense of community service  
i) Better control during special/major events, i.e. 4th of July activities  
j) Ability to control who shares our dispatching with us  

  
 

3. SWNHFMA  
a) Fire/EMS dispatching Fire/EMS-their total focus is on what we do  
b) They can provide a person to come to the fireground to support the 

Incident Commander during extended incidents  
c) Highly trained and experienced dispatchers  
d) Willing to work on radio coverage solutions for Amherst  
e) We are already an Associate member of their organization  
f) Major infrastructure in place  
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4. MACC Base  
a) Limited expansion of current infrastructure needed  
b) Same radio frequency with towns to the west  

  
 
*At this time I cannot recommend going with the Sheriffs Department due 
to their lack of experience with active Fire/EMS dispatching combined with 
their lack of knowledge and operation in and around Amherst. 
 
  

Final Ranking Note:  
 
THIS LIST WAS DEVELOPED WITH A FOCUS ON AMHERST FIRE ALONE, 
OPERATING IN A VACUUM. GIVEN THAT WE DO NOT OPERATE IN A 
VACUUM, AS THE FIRE CHIEF MY RECOMMENDATION AT THIS TIME IS 
THAT THE TOWN OF AMHERST PERFORMS ITS OWN DISPATCHING. THIS 
RECOMMENDATION IS BASED ON THE RESEARCH CONDUCTED AND 
THE REASONS GIVEN ABOVE UNDER AMHERST. 
 

EMS Department Dispatching Recommendations 
 
 Pursuant to our conversations on Wednesday and after extensive analysis 
of the proposed future dispatch options for Amherst EMS, I have concluded that 
there are only two valid options. 
 
 Due to an aging EMS Communications System, combined with the Town 
of Amherst’s continued population and development growth, has resulted in an 
increase number of emergency calls per year, crowded emergency medical 
frequencies, and a fragmented emergency medical communications system 
(MACC Base) that lacks professionalism and coordination regionally and/or 
statewide. 
 
 Improved public safety communications has become an issue of national 
concern.  Improving communications systems has been identified as one of 
fourteen categories proposed for continued development by the National 
Highway Traffic Safety Administration’s “EMS Agenda for the Future”.   
 
 One significant issue facing EMS and public safety providers in the town is 
the lack of interagency operability.  Our public safety providers lack the ability to 
communicate effectively with each other on both a state and local level.  
Currently we operate on multiple frequency bands allocated for public safety use.  
However, radio users in one band cannot talk to users operating on a different 
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band.  As a result, communications among Amherst EMS, Police, Fire and DPW 
is severely restricted. 
 

1.   Town of Amherst Dispatch  
 
 Therefore, my Number One Recommendation is for the Town of Amherst 
to pursue the development of our own cost efficient in-house public safety 
communications center, which can be tailored to meet the specific interagency 
interoperability needs of all town public safety departments.  Additionally, an in-
house communications center may become the source of future revenue via 
regional expansion. 
 

2. MACC Base  
 
 My Number Two Recommendation is for the Town of Amherst to stay with 
an overpriced MACC Base and work to resolve ongoing professionalism and 
interoperability concerns. 
 
 In conclusion, I cannot support any communications plan that incorporates 
the splitting of public safety departments to multiple dispatch centers, due to the 
potential life safety delays in interagency communications.  The use of Derry 
Fire, Keene and/or the Sheriff’s Department as a cost savings option, will not 
benefit the needs of Amherst EMS and actually may pose an increased liability 
risk. 
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Police Department Dispatching Recommendations 
 
 At your request I am forwarding to you a list of the available dispatch 
options for the Amherst Police Department.  This list is ranked, based on my 
professional opinion, from the best option for the Amherst Police Department to 
the least advantageous.  I have also included a very brief description as to the 
basis for this opinion.  I would like to state up-front that any decision made is 
neither easy, nor without some unknowns or negatives.  Unfortunately, 
maintaining the status quo, though easier, is not necessarily right.  Resistance to 
change is not a reason to forgo striving to provide superior service to the citizens.  
 

1. Amherst Emergency Communications Center 
 
 This provides local control and options while addressing our 
interoperability issues.  This appears to be the best solution to providing the level 
of service the Town deserves, however it was a matter of economics that 
prevented it from being seriously considered in the past.  I believe the list of pros 
versus cons speak for themselves in justifying this decision 
 

2. Milford Area Communications Center 
 
 This service has been adequate at best and was viewed as the most 
economical option for many years.  The organizational/management/political 
issues that have hindered the growth and development of this center into a 
professional operation show no sign of improvement, and may in fact be 
worsening.  The economic situation just makes the decision to leave timely. 
 

3. Hillsborough County Sheriffs Department (dispatching for all 
Amherst services) 
 
 This option would provide for interoperability, but with too many unknowns 
and variables.  This center does not have a positive image with many of their 
current users, all of which are dramatically smaller than Amherst.  In addition, 
their level of experience with Fire/EMS is minimal, and again not comparable to 
the call volume of Amherst.  This would possibly be a risk worth taking, based on 
cost, if the subject matter was not emergency communications. 
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Other Option Consideration  
 
 All other options whereby Amherst services are divided between services 
and are not considered viable options based on the degradation of the 
interoperability function from its current level.  
 
 Thank you for considering my opinion on this critical topic.  In addition to 
my considerable professional experience in this field, I feel my twenty-eight years 
of exposure to many of the local issues that have brought us to this day of 
decision should be weighed accordingly. 
 
 

Public Works Department Dispatching Recommendations 
 

1. Amherst Dispatch 
a) The “pros” far out way the “cons”.  
b) The team of Department Heads work well together which is a tremendous 

asset in the overall outcome. 
c) The commitment reduces overall liability to the town and increased our 

immediate opportunity to manage change. 
d) While we want to move Public Works to high band (and it meets 

interoperability) it can be phased on over time. 

2. MACC Base 
 

a) This is a reluctant second choice only because the service is poor and 
only as of eight days ago (from the writing of this report) are towns and 
department heads being asked for input on what the problems are.  

b) We know what the system is and despite the failures, we know what we’ve 
got. 

c) My existing frequency can be accommodated and residents know the 
phone number. 

3. Hillsborough County Sheriff’s Department 
 

a) It was an extremely poor presentation. 
b) I would have to make antenna and licensing conversions immediately. 
c) We might or might not be together with the other town departments and it 

could affect interoperability. 
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Addressing Interoperability Issues 
 
 

Interoperability Frequencies for Emergency Use 
 
• Two radio frequencies have been identified for use by the Town of 
Amherst that are nationwide interoperability frequencies. These frequencies are 
open to government agencies to use, no local licenses required. Our 
Departments can go on any of the frequencies and use them for interoperability 
purposes, however not regular day to day use, unless of course it is for different 
departments to talk to each other.  
 
o 155.7525 TAC 1 
o 158.7375 TAC 2  
  
 

Federal Hill Site for Coverage 
 
 The communications coordinator, for NH DRED, Paul Leary, has been 
contacted about allowing Amherst to put a transmit site on the Federal Hill Fire 
Tower. This is the current site that the Amherst Fire Department is dispatched 
from on the low band fire frequency. It has close to complete coverage of the 
Town of Amherst, and the propagation study done by the consultants verify that 
the site will provide excellent coverage for Amherst on high band. Paul Leary has 
advised us that to get permission from the State of NH, we need to have an 
intermodulation study done to confirm that our transmit antenna(s) will not 
interfere with any other transmit antennas there. It should not be an issue 
because all that is there is MACC Base low band and UHF, and US Cellular. 
Beltronics can do the study for us. Once that is done we fill out State provided 
forms and it takes about 75 days to get official approval from the State. He 
advised that if there is not going to be any interference from our frequency, then 
it should not be an issue to get the approval.26  
                                                 
26 Federal Hill, elevation 690 feet, located in the town of Milford, New Hampshire and run by the 
Division of Forests and Lands. Follow Federal Hill Road to a road just south of NH 101, then 
south on Ponemah Hill Road. Tower road (gated) is on the west about a mile from the junction 
and crosses private land. Distance along the road to the tower is less than a mile. 
 
In December 1929, reporting on the reopening of the station, New Hampshire Forests reported 
that "Federal Hill in Milford began its service in 1911 with a platform built around a large pine 
about twenty feet up the tree". This station was used until 1918 when a 45 foot steel tower and 
two-room cab was put in service. 
 
The cab was rebuilt and the tower raised 10 feet during the 1980's. The present tower is 75 feet 
high. 
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Federal Hill Site Information 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 US Cellular Permission 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• Permission is needed from US Cellular to tie into their generator for 
emergency power backup at Federal Hill if a transmitter is placed there. A local 
radio dealer has been contacted about this issue and they are familiar with who 
to contact at US Cellular to obtain permission.    
 

Fire and EMS Shared Frequencies 
 

• A Frequency Coordinator has been retained to assist the Town with 
identifying and securing additional high band frequencies. He has found a 
repeater VHF pair for Fire/EMS, the frequency pair is 151.220 base 
tx/159.390 rx, 159.390 mobile tx/151.220 rx  

 
• The Frequency Coordinator has found a high band frequency for DPW. It 

is 159.2475  
 

• This frequency will be licensed for the DPW garage and the police station.  
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Fire and EMS Radios 

Homeland Security Grant Program – Equipment Distribution 
 
 In July 2002, President George W. Bush approved the National Strategy 
for Homeland Security, a framework for a national effort to prevent and respond 
to acts of terrorism in the United States. This Strategy recognizes the vital role of 
state and local public safety agencies in providing security in America. In 
February of 2003, the President signed into law the Fiscal Year 2003 Omnibus 
Appropriations Act which provides state and local governments with funding that 
will enable greater preparations to occur in an effort to combat terrorism. 
 
 In the past, the U.S. Department of Justice-Office of Domestic 
Preparedness (ODP) has operated an equipment based grant program to assist 
states and units of local government in procuring equipment to prepare for the 
ramifications of disasters and acts of terrorism. In March of 2003, the U.S. Office 
of Homeland Security opened with the ODP becoming one of its entities. Under 
current rules, the ODP has expanded its programs for a greater range of 
preparedness activities including the purchase of terrorism incident prevention 
equipment and the conduct of exercises that focus on preventing terrorist acts. 
ODP is also providing training funds that will be used to provide appropriate 
training resources at the local and state level.  
 
 In April of 2003, Governor Craig Benson indicated that the NH Department 
of Safety would be the State Administrative Agency for the Homeland Security 
grant funds. The Department of Safety took this opportunity to work diligently with 
local first responders, public safety officials, and other local and state officials 
and agencies to prepare and protect our citizens.  
 
 This fall, the Department of Safety performed a survey of the local Fire 
and EMS service providers to determine their needs. This detailed survey 
resulted in defining the number of mobile and portable radios currently used by 
the local Fire and EMS communities. Approximately 92% of potentially eligible 
units of local government responded to this crucial survey. 
 
 At the direction of the First Responder Radio Interoperability Committee, 
an equipment order was placed to acquire an initial supply of Motorola Astro 
Project 25 (APCO-25) mobile radios. This order was based upon a State bid 
contract in place. It is expected that installation could take up to 18 months to 
complete all 3000 pieces of local Fire and EMS statewide apparatus. 
 
 The Town of Amherst, NH installation phase of this project will begin in 
accordance with the following: 
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• The three pages of the survey must be completed and returned by your 
department, providing the Department of Safety with pertinent information 
that will be provided to the Motorola authorized dealer who will perform the 
installation.  

 
• Installation will be performed on a first come, first served basis, based on 

the date the survey was received by the NH Dept of Safety.  
 

• If your department is receiving a new piece of equipment during the 
installation time period, you may notify the Department of Safety in writing 
and the new equipment will be placed at the top of the priority list for 
installation. This notification will all help alleviate local departments 
installing "old" or incompatible equipment.  

 
• The intent of this equipment is to be installed in municipally owned 

vehicles in service. This equipment is not intended for POV's.  
 

• All equipment allocated to your department will have the title of ownership 
transferred to your agency once all equipment has been installed 
statewide.  

 
• Your current radios will not become obsolete with this project.  

 
 The Town of Amherst Fire & EMS will receive the following initial 
distribution of Radio’s: 
 
Amherst Fire Department Vehicles (10) 
Amherst EMS Department Vehicles (4) 
 

• A radio installer has started installing the new mobile radios in the fire 
apparatus on March 9, 2004. These are the State provided radios that 
were obtained through an interoperability grant that was awarded to the 
State of NH. 

 
• The Town of Amherst Department of EMS has received approval from the 

State of NH to receive four Digital Motorola Astro mobile vehicle radios at 
no charge.  A contracted radio installer will begin installing the new mobile 
radios in the EMS vehicle following the installation of the similarly 
approved Amherst Fire radios, which began on March 9, 2004. These are 
the State provided radios that were obtained through an interoperability 
grant that was awarded to the State of NH. 
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Fire Radio Warrant Article Upgrades 
 
 As shown in the following spreadsheet, of the remaining money in the Fire 
Department Communication Warrant Article27, there is enough left to complete 
the departmental change to VHF to be consistent with the Police and EMS 
departments, as well as the amount needed to address interoperability with 
additional coverage for the Federal Hill site. 
 

Needed to Complete Change To VHF
Portable Radios/Accessories $33,930.00
South Station Base Station & Antenna $2,000.00
Central Station Base Station & Antenna $2,000.00
Labor to install base stations/antennas $1,800.00
Total Needed to Complete Change $39,730.00

Needed to Address Interoperability
FCC Licensing $3,000.00
Labor/evaluation of existing equipment, etc $3,200.00
Federal Hill Fire/EMS Repeater $7,000.00
Federal Hill Fire/EMS Repeater Cabinet $2,000.00
Total Interoperability $15,200.00

Estimated Total Expenses $55,630.00

Estimated Available After Upgrades $315.91  
 

                                                 
27 As stated in the beginning of this report the Police and EMS departments are on the same 
frequency band (VHF), but Fire and DPW departments are on a much lower band that prevents 
all agencies from talking to each other.  A few years ago, there was a plan in place to move the 
Fire Department to a much higher frequency band (UHF) that would have created the same 
interoperability issues.  This plan was put on hold, pending further study.  The State is now 
replacing all of the radios for the Fire and EMS department in the VHF range and the remaining 
dollars can be used to upgrade the other Fire Department needs to allow for a consistent 
frequency range and better overall coverage. 
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Weblinks 
 

Association of Public-Safety Communications Officials, International 
http://www.apcointl.org/ 
 

McKinsey Report: Increasing FDNY’s Preparedness 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/fdny/html/mck_report/toc.html 
 

McKinsey Report:  Improving NYPD Emergency Preparedness and 
Response, August 19, 2002. 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/nypd/pdf/nypdemergency.pdf 
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Articles 
 
 
Washington Business Journal 
From the September 27, 2002 print edition 
 
After 9/11 Agencies Trying to Get on Same Wavelength:  James Ridgell 
 
 
 
Words and terms such as "interoperability" and "Project 25" have been in the vocabulary of the 
public safety communications industry for some time now. However, after the Sept. 11 attacks 
and the attending communications breakdowns, the terms have taken on a new significance — 
and, in the case of interoperability, a new urgency.  
 
Interoperability means the ability of radio equipment on different systems to communicate with 
each other. Project 25 refers to the process that developed standards for digital wireless 
communications interoperability.  
 
A recent report commissioned by New York City shows that the inability of personnel from 
different organizations to communicate with one another cost the lives of dozens of first 
responders on Sept. 11.  
 
The report states that New York police officers were able to hear warnings from a helicopter that 
the North Tower of the World Trade Center was glowing red, and most of the police officers 
exited the building safely — while dozens of firefighters, who could not hear these warnings, died 
when the tower collapsed.  
 
The first responders at the Pentagon also experienced similar problems, because federal law 
enforcement personnel could not communicate with the local police officers and firefighters, 
which caused some confusion in the coordination of rescue efforts.  
 
The communications breakdowns on Sept. 11 were not isolated incidents, but a symptom of a 
larger problem in achieving interoperability.  
 
Interoperability doesn't just happen; it must be planned.  
 
Historically, getting numerous agencies from different levels of government in the same area to 
work together on a communications interoperability plan can be a difficult task.  
 
There can be many reasons for this, such as resistance to replacing and integrating an existing 
communications system with surrounding agencies or a lack of political control or simply a lack of 
funding to make the changes.  
 
Sept. 11 taught us a painful lesson about our readiness, and the reasons for not having 
interoperability become lost in the drive for homeland security.  
 
 
9/11 Workers on Right Wavelength 
BY Dibya Sarkar  
Feb. 04, 2002  
http://www.fcw.com/geb/articles/2002/0204/web-pswn-02-04-02.asp 
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"Command centers in control" [Government E-Business, Sept. 14, 2001] 
A new report reveals that most local public safety agencies initially responding to the attack on 
the Pentagon Sept. 11 had little difficulty communicating with one another. 
 
The report, "Answering the Call: Communications Lessons Learned from the Pentagon Attack," 
was released Feb. 1 by the Public Safety Wireless Network (PSWN) Program, a joint initiative 
sponsored by the Justice and Treasury departments. The program's goal is to help the public 
safety community improve wireless radio interoperability. 
 
Interoperability has been a major focus among public safety organizations and governments for 
years, but has become a national focus following the Sept. 11 attacks. Many public officials have 
said first responders in many jurisdictions cannot communicate with one another because many 
operate on different radio frequencies. 
 
During the Pentagon attack, 50 local, state and federal public safety agencies responded to the 
incident, resulting in about 900 radio users, the report said. Initial responders, led by those from 
Arlington County, Va., had no problem establishing communications at the scene due to "the 
high-level of regional coordination and agreements previously established," it said. 
 
Robert Lee Jr., a PSWN program manager representing the Justice Department, said part of the 
success stemmed from the problems first responders had when Air Florida Flight 90 crashed into 
the 14th Street Bridge and into the Potomac River in 1982.  
 
He said several public safety agencies, including the National Park Police, Washington, D.C., fire 
and police, Arlington County rescue units and authorities from then-Washington National Airport, 
were "dissatisfied with their ability to communicate" and set about making changes. 
 
"Cooperation is the key," Lee said. "If you can't get people to sit down and talk with each other, 
they'll never come up with technological and procedural solutions to meet the challenge." 
 
The report found that:  
 
* Regional planning and coordination efforts produced procedures for mutual-aid interoperability 
for local jurisdictions. 
 
* Local agencies regularly rehearse mass casualty incidents. 
 
* Agencies had early establishment of and strict adherence to a formal incident command system. 
 
* Responders found that their private land mobile radio systems were the most reliable form of 
communication. 
 
However, the report noted that as state and federal agencies, which are considered secondary 
responders, increased their presence at the site, "no means of direct interoperability was 
immediately available" for them. It also said the level of interoperability necessary to support 
these secondary responders had not been documented. 
 
Lee said the PSWN report, which contains a number of recommendations, should be used to see 
how communities and regions can increase their interoperability. "In the emergency services, 
stress is inevitable," he said. "It's really, really comforting to responding entities that they have 
plans and procedures to fall back on and they have appropriate equipment to meet the 
challenges. If we don't plan ahead of time . it makes it all the more frightening for responders and 
all the more confusing for the initial ones to help."  
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This brochure was prepared
through a collaboration of the
following organizations.

◆ Association of Public Safety Communications
Officials International, Inc.

◆ International Association of Chiefs of Police

◆ International Association of Fire Chiefs

◆ International City/County Management
Association

◆ Major Cities Chiefs

◆ Major County Sheriffs’ Association 

◆ National Association of Counties

◆ National Association of State Chief
Information Officers

◆ National Association of State
Telecommunications Directors

◆ National Conference of State Legislatures

◆ National Criminal Justice Association

◆ National Emergency Management Association

◆ National Governors Association 

◆ National League of Cities 

◆ National Public Safety Telecommunications
Council

◆ National Sheriffs’ Association 

◆ The Council of State Governments 

◆ The United States Conference of Mayors
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Did You Know?

Y
ou grew up watching cop

shows on television. When the

police were in trouble, they

could pick up the radio anywhere,

anytime, and help would instantly

arrive. In reality, this is often not the

case. We all watched in horror as the

second tower of the World Trade

Center collapsed. Did you know that

police received the radio message

that the building was going to col-

lapse, but firefighters never received

that message because they use differ-

ent radios?  

◆ Did you know that the

police, EMS teams, and

firefighters sometimes

have to juggle as

many as five dif-

ferent radios

because each agency

communicates on different sys-

tems? 

◆ Did you know that first respon-

ders had to use runners to carry

messages from one command

center to another in the immedi-

ate aftermath of the Oklahoma

City bombing because they did

not have common radio systems?  

◆ Do you know how often agencies

cannot talk to one another or to

agencies in their neighboring

cities, counties, or States? Is

yours one of them?

Five years to the
day before the 9/11
terrorist attack, the
Public Safety
Wireless Advisory
Committee (PSWAC)
reported that
“unless immediate
measures are taken
to alleviate spec-
trum shortfall and
promote interoper-
ability, public safety
will not be able to 
adequately dis-
charge their obliga-
tion to protect life 

and property in a
safe, efficient, and
cost-effective 
manner.”

Several years later,
public safety is still
grappling with 
inadequate 
spectrum and radio
communication 
systems that do not
communicate with
one another.



While events of the magnitude of 9/11

or Oklahoma City do not occur every

day, there are many daily events that

require different agencies and jurisdic-

tions to be able to communicate with

one another. Incidents such as traffic

accidents, missing children, fires,

high-speed chases, rescues, and

chemical spills occur with frightening

regularity and they know no bound-

aries. When they occur in your com-

munity, will your agencies be able to

talk to one another?

Why Can’t They Talk?

P
ublic safety agencies historically

have depended upon their own

stand-alone radio communica-

tion systems and they are often

incompatible with one another. Not

only are there different systems for dif-

ferent agencies within one community,

different jurisdictions maintain their

own systems, too. There are approxi-

mately 2.5 million public safety first

responders in the United States. They

work for 18,000 State and local law

enforcement agencies, 26,000 fire

departments, and more than 6,000

rescue departments, plus Federal law

enforcement, tribal law enforcement

and other agencies, such as State and

Federal emergency management, trans-

portation, and the public utilities who

all need to talk to one another during

critical incidents.   
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Fire and rescue

departments

from different

jurisdictions rou-

tinely work

together to pro-

vide emergency

services to the

public, but they

cannot always

communicate

with one another.

It is critically

important that

the entire fire

and emergency

services commu-

nity support the

need for

improved com-

munications

interoperability

and additional

spectrum. State

and municipal

officials and the

organizations

that represent

them nationally,

working with

emergency first

responders, are

an integral part

of this significant

effort to improve

interoperability.

Chief Randy Bruegman

President,

International

Association of Fire

Chiefs

“

”



Why Is This
Important To You?

T
he public looks to you—their

elected and appointed officials—

to provide basic public safety,

and guidance and management during

a crisis. You are responsible for mak-

ing critical funding decisions using

scarce taxpayer dollars. You under-

stand the political dynamics in your

community and in the surrounding

jurisdictions. Citizens expect the public

sector to function like a business—

consistent and effective customer

service, everywhere and at any time.

Ultimately, the public expects their

lives and property to be protected by

all governments—local, State, or

Federal—without distinction as to

5

There are not

only different 

systems for

different agencies

within one

community, 

different jurisdic-

tions maintain

their own 

systems, too.

Who Is Public Safety?

A
ccording to definitions from the Public Safety Wireless

Advisory Committee (PSWAC), public safety service providers

perform emergency first response missions to protect and

preserve life, property, and natural resources and to serve the public

welfare through local, State, or Federal governments as prescribed

by law. Public safety support providers include those whose primary

mission might not fall within the classic public safety definition, but

who may provide vital support to the general public and/or the

public safety official. Law enforcement, fire, and EMS fit the first cat-

egory, while transportation or public utility workers fit the second.

Public safety service providers also include non-governmental

organizations who perform public safety functions on behalf of the

government. For example, a number of local governments contract

with private groups for emergency medical services.



?
Why can’t they just
use cell phones

U
nfortunately it’s not that simple. Although public
safety regularly use cellular phones, personal digi-
tal assistants (PDAs), and other commercial wire-

less devices and services, these devices are currently not
sufficiently suited for public safety mission-critical com-
munications during critical incidents.  

Public safety officials cannot depend upon commercial
systems that can be overloaded and unavailable.
Experience has shown such systems are often the most
unreliable during critical incidents when public demand
overwhelms the systems. 

Public safety officials have unique and demanding com-
munications requirements. Optimal public safety radio
communication systems require:

who responds to their needs.

Understanding the current status of

public safety radio communication

systems in your community—its capa-

bilities and limitations and plans for

upgrading or replacing those sys-

tems—is critical. If your public safety

agencies cannot communicate directly

with one another by radio to coordi-

nate life-saving activities, inevitably

some lives will be lost. What can be

done?

Interoperability.
What Is It? 

I
nteroperability is the ability of pub-

lic safety agencies to talk to one

another via radio communication

systems—to exchange voice and/or

data with one another on demand, in

6



real time, when needed. Most people

assume that public safety is already

interoperable. In many cases, public

safety officials can’t even talk to their

own agencies.
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• Dedicated channels and priority access
that is available at all times to han-
dle unexpected emergencies.

• Reliable one-to-many broadcast capa-
bility, a feature not generally available in cellular systems.  

• Highly reliable and redundant networks that are engineered
and maintained to withstand natural disasters and other
emergencies. 

• The best possible coverage within a given geographic area,
with a minimum of dead zones.   

• And, unique equipment designed for quick response in
emergency situations—dialing, waiting for call connection,
and busy signals are unacceptable during critical events
when seconds can mean the difference between life and
death.

Equally as critical as interoperability is the need for basic

communications within public safety agencies.  When the

issue of interoperability is raised, officials respond that

they are unable to even talk to their own personnel.  The

first priority must be to provide public safety with mission-

critical radio communication systems that provide reliable

agency-specific—police, fire, EMS—communications.

(Mission-critical radio communications are those required

when life or property is at stake.)  As jurisdictions build or

upgrade current systems, that priority should be expanded

to include the provision of reliable and interoperable local

and regional communications, and, ultimately reliable and

interoperable local, State, and Federal communications.



Why Aren’t Public
Safety
Communications
Already
Interoperable?

F
ive key reasons. Incompatible

and aging communications

equipment, limited and frag-

mented funding, limited and frag-

mented planning, a lack of coopera-

tion and coordination, and limited

and fragmented radio spectrum.

◆ Different jurisdictions use differ-

ent equipment and different

radio frequencies that cannot

communicate with one another,

just as different computer operat-

ing systems will not work togeth-

er or an AM receiver will not

accept an FM signal. There are

limited uniform standards for

technology and equipment.

◆ There is limited funding to

replace or update expensive

communications equipment, and

different communities and levels

of government have their own

budget cycles and funding 

priorities.

◆ Planning is limited and frag-

mented. Without adequate 

planning, time and money can

be wasted and end results can

be disappointing. Agencies, 
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Imagine a differ-

ent public safety

communications

future. A future

where emergency

responses are

coordinated,

where informa-

tion is shared in

real time, where

precious minutes

are not wasted,

and where 

emergencies are

handled more

effectively and

safely.

Judi Wood, Chief

Information Officer,

Maryland Department

of Public Safety and

Correctional Services

“

”



jurisdictions, and levels of 

government compete for scarce

dollars, inhibiting the partner-

ship and leadership required to

develop interoperability.

◆ The human factor is a substantial

obstacle—agencies

are reluctant to give

up management

and control of their

communications

systems.

Interoperability

requires a certain

amount of shared management,

control, and policies and proce-

dures. 

◆ There is a limited and fragment-

ed amount of radio spectrum

available to public 

safety.

What Is Radio
Spectrum?

I
t is electronic real estate—the

complete range of frequencies and

channels that can be used for

radio communications. Spectrum is

the highway over which voice, data,

and image communications travel.

Radio spectrum, one of our Nation’s

most valuable resources, is a finite

resource—what exists today is all

there ever will be. 
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This is a job that

requires policy-

makers across

jurisdictions to

work together for

the common

good—to plan,

fund, build, and

govern interoper-

able public safety

communications

systems.



The Federal Communications

Commission (FCC) has allocated 

certain frequencies or channels to

public safety, but it is inadequate and

scattered widely in 10 discrete bands

across the spectrum, making it diffi-

cult for different agencies and juris-

dictions to communicate. Initially,

almost all public safety communica-

tions were confined to the low end of

the frequency range, but as technolo-

gy advanced and improved, transmis-

sion at higher frequencies became

possible, offering a temporary 

solution for congestion and crowding.

The result—public safety operates in

10 separate bands, which has added

capacity, but which has also caused

the fragmentation that characterizes

the public safety spectrum today. 

10



How Can I Help My
Constituents and
Colleagues
Understand the
Importance of
Interoperability?

Y
our role as a public official pro-

vides you the unique opportu-

nity to take the initiative. Your

constituents and colleagues need to

be educated about the importance of

an interoperable public safety com-

munications system that will make it

possible for local, State, and Federal

public safety agencies to talk to one

another, to coordinate life-saving

operations, and to provide a basic

level of public safety.

Public perceptions are shaped by the

news shows and articles, movies, and

television that tell a different story

from the true state of public safety

communications.  The public that

reads news stories about computers

in patrol cars, amazing life-saving

technologies in rescue vehicles, and

the latest state-of-the-art dispatch

center may find it difficult to believe

that their public safety agencies can-

not talk to one another.

This is a job that requires policymak-

ers across jurisdictions to work

together for the common good—

to plan, fund, build, and govern 
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interoperable public safety communi-

cations systems. Policymakers at all

levels need to collaborate to develop

radio communications interoperability

for emergency response and incident

prevention.  It begins with a dialogue

among the stakeholders.

What Is Your Role?

C
reating interoperability requires

leadership, planning, and the

development of partnerships

among disparate groups at the local,

State, and Federal level. In order to

effectively respond to emergencies, all

levels of government and industry

must plan for interoperability among

all parties from the outset. The ability

to be in voice contact and exchange

data among all emergency responders

should be designed in from the start. 

State and local governments must

take the lead to collaboratively for-

mulate an interoperability architecture

that provides a roadmap for all to fol-

low. In short, public officials at all lev-

els of government should:

◆ Understand the importance of

interoperability;

◆ Be able to effectively communi-

cate the benefits of interoperabil-

ity to the public;

◆ Understand the political and

institutional barriers within the

public safety community that can

impede interoperability;

12



◆ Facilitate collaborative planning

among local, State, and Federal

government agencies;

◆ Encourage the development of

flexible and open architectures

and standards; and

◆ Support funding for public safety

agencies that work to achieve

interoperability within an agreed-

upon plan.

Where Are You Now?
What Is the Status 
of Your Public 
Safety Radio
Communications?

T
he basic questions to consider

are:  

◆ What types of emergencies like

traffic accidents typically occur in

your community, region, or State

and which public safety agencies

would respond to each of them? 

◆ How about major crimes like

bank robberies or large-scale

fires or natural disasters like hur-

ricanes? 

◆ Who needs to talk to one anoth-

er every day?  

◆ Who should be able to communi-

cate and share data in the first 8

hours of an emergency?  

13



◆ Who will need to be added to

that initial group if the emergency

continues for longer than 8 hours? 

Once you know the answers to these

questions, assess your resources. For

example, what existing communica-

tions infrastructure such as radio tow-

ers do you already have? What

financial resources are

budgeted for public safety 

communications? There are

assessment tools that

can be used to

determine the level

of interoper-

ability in your

community, region, or State.

How Much Will It
Cost?

T
here are several issues to con-

sider, including what is already

being spent on public safety

communications in your area and how

much it will cost if you don’t develop

interoperability.  Planning for interop-

erability can be incorporated into the

process of replacing and upgrading

radio communication systems.

Individual costs will depend on the

state of communications in your area

and which short-and long-term direc-

tion you choose to follow. The nation-

wide investment in radio systems and

supporting infrastructures is substan-

tial. As agencies replace aging equip-

ment and adopt new technologies,

14

Solutions to

this national

issue can only

be achieved

through 

cooperation

between all

levels of 

government.



the amount of money invested in

communications equipment will con-

tinue to grow. 

How Can You Achieve
Interoperability?

I
nteroperability begins with lead-

ership and partnerships. It begins

with open, equitable discussions

among all the stakeholders. Look

beyond turf concerns and focus on

partnerships. Develop a common

voice to facilitate budget and policy

decisions. Strength in improving

interoperability is built by working

together with agencies and jurisdic-

tions that have traditionally been

viewed as competitors for scarce

dollars.

Before developing the solution, define

the problem by performing a com-

plete assessment of your current

state of communications. This

includes understanding what your

first responders need. Planning

includes policies and procedures,

building a governing structure, and

identifying potential resources.

This is not a “one size fits all” 

problem and there is no single solu-

tion. There are short- and long-term

strategies for improving interoperabili-

ty—some involve improving coordina-

tion and cooperation among respond-

ing agencies and jurisdictions. Other

strategies require longer term plan-

15



ning and implementation of new sys-

tems, policies, and operating proce-

dures. Expectations need to be realis-

tic, solutions take time. 

Where Can I Learn
More About
Interoperability?

A
guide collectively created by a

task force of national associa-

tions representing public offi-

cials at local and State levels, titled,

Why Can’t We Talk? Working Together

to Bridge the Communications Gap to

Save Lives, begins to answer these

questions and more.

◆ Why Can’t Public Safety Agencies

Talk?, discusses the barriers to

interoperability—the lack of coor-

dination and cooperation, incom-

patible and aging communica-

tions equipment, limited and

fragmented planning and fund-

ing, and limited and fragmented

radio communications spectrum. 

◆ Are You Prepared?, discusses

evaluation and assessment of

public safety radio communica-

tion systems and financial

resources, and provides interim

technology strategies to achieve

interoperability. 

◆ How Can My Community Achieve

Interoperability?, comprises sev-

eral chapters that discuss plan-

16

“We are working

to get beyond

the technical jar-

gon to develop a

common sense

language that

the average per-

son can under-

stand. Quite sim-

ply, our task is

to find ways to

achieve real time

communication

between different

communities,

jurisdictions, and

responders so we

can save more

lives in a crisis.

Vicki Barnett, 

Council Member

Farmington Hills,

Michigan

”



“ The task force brings local and State

elected and appointed officials

together with representatives of the

public safety community to develop

national strategies for solving this

critical public safety need.

Harlin McEwen, Chair, 

International Association of Chiefs of Police 

Communications Committee

Communications Advisor, MCC, NSA, MCSA

”

ning, governance structures, and

funding strategies. 

◆ Why Radio Spectrum Matters to

You, provides a historical per-

spective of spectrum, a discus-

sion of the additional spectrum

that has been allocated to pub-

lic safety, and technologies that

can increase the efficient use of

spectrum.

Working Together

T
he inability of our public safety

officials to readily communicate

with one another threatens the

public’s safety and often results in

unnecessary loss of lives and proper-

ty.  Recognizing that solutions to this

national issue can only be achieved

through cooperation between all lev-

els of government, 18 national associ-

ations representing elected and

appointed and public safety officials

worked together on the National Task

Force on Interoperability (NTFI) to

address this issue. 
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The task force met several times in

2002 to engage in an interactive dia-

logue on communications interoper-

ability. The discussions provided an

opportunity for public policymakers to

partner their efforts with those of the

public safety community to address

interoperability issues in a more com-

prehensive way.  As a result of this

dialogue, NTFI developed Why Can’t

We Talk? Working Together to Bridge

the Communications Gap to Save

Lives to raise awareness about the

importance of interoperability. It pro-

vides the basic information necessary

to understand the impact of this

issue and guidance about the initial

steps to take in developing interoper-

able public safety radio communica-

tion systems. 

Achieving interoperability is a chal-

lenging job. Without the collective

voices of elected and appointed offi-

cials, without partnership, coopera-

tion, and leadership at all levels, it is

a job that will not get done. It is

hoped that this guide will serve as a

catalyst for public officials to begin

other, continuing dialogues with pub-

lic officials in their localities, regions,

and States. 

The National Task Force on

Interoperability and the guide were

supported by the National Institute of

Justice’s (NIJ) AGILE Program. ■
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This project was supported under award number 2001-RD-CX-K001, by
the National Institute of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, U.S.
Department of Justice.  The National Institute of Justice is a compo-
nent of the Office of Justice Programs, which also includes the Bureau
of Justice Assistance, the Bureau of Justice Statistics, the Office of
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, and the Office for Victims
of Crime.

Findings and conclusions of the research reported here are those of
the authors and do not reflect the official position or policies of the
U.S. Department of Justice.  This project was supported by the
National Law Enforcement and Corrections Technology Center
(NLECTC)—Rocky Mountain.  The center is operated by the University
of Denver for the National Institute of Justice (NIJ). 

This brochure, When They Can’t Talk, Lives Are Lost, and it’s compan-
ion guide, Why Can’t We Talk? Working Together to Bridge the
Communications Gap to Save Lives, are a collaborative effort of the
following major associations for local and State elected and appointed
officials and public safety officers.

For more information and to obtain a copy of this guide, please visit
www.agileprogram.org/ntfi.
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Kentucky Public Safety Communications 
Interoperability Conference 

 
The Public Safety Wireless Network (PSWN) Program and the Kentucky Governor�s 

Office for Technology (GOT) cohosted the Kentucky Public Safety Communications 
Interoperability Conference in Lexington, Kentucky, on December 4, 2002.  The conference 
brought together 121 local, state, and federal officials to discuss public safety communications 
and interoperability within the commonwealth (Attachment 1).  During this full day of 
presentations, panel discussions, and audience questions, participants gained a better 
understanding of public safety communications interoperability within the commonwealth and 
learned about Kentucky�s efforts to improve statewide public safety wireless communications.   

 
Interoperability Efforts 

Ms. Aldona Valicenti, Chief Information Officer, GOT, Commonwealth of Kentucky, 
opened the conference with welcoming remarks.  Ms. Valicenti explained that she had been a 
member of the PSWN Executive Committee for several years and supported the efforts of the 
PSWN Program to improve public safety communications interoperability.  She announced that 
Governor Patton could not attend because he was briefing the press on Kentucky�s budget 
situation.  Ms. Valicenti thanked everyone for attending and described the efforts of the 
conference.  She explained that the conference was organized to help communities, cities, and 
states understand interoperability issues that had been exacerbated since the events of 
September 11, 2001.  She pointed out that many public safety personnel have difficulty trying to 
communicate critical information because of inadequate communications equipment and 
infrastructure.  

 
Acting as Frontline Soldiers 

Major General D. Allen Youngman, The Adjutant General, delivered the keynote address 
on terrorism and homeland security issues.  General Youngman began the address by discussing 
how dramatically the world changed 14 months ago with the events of September 11, 2001.  He 
pointed out that international terrorism brought challenges that were hard to overcome.  In 
particular, domestic terrorism was now an important issue, and there were an increased number 
of smaller organizations or groups that could potentially attack.  At a national level, General 
Youngman said that the President had set the tone by saying, �...we can never again allow 
ourselves to become overconfident about the security of our homeland.� General Youngman 
added, �The attack on 9/11 was a wake-up call.  In 1993, the same attack took place, but we slept 
through it.�  In order for the Nation not to �sleep through� the September 11 attack, he presented 
a list of ways to strengthen homeland security� 

 
� Enhance first responder programs 
� Secure America�s borders 
� Combat bioterrorism 
� Strengthen intelligence sharing 
� Improve transportation security 
� Support other national defense related initiatives. 
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General Youngman stressed that homeland security would take a number of years for 
efforts to be fruitful but that the Nation was off to a strong start.  He stated that the local, state, 
and federal governments, law enforcement, military, volunteer groups, fire, hazardous materials 
responders, private sector, medical, emergency management, and other public safety agencies 
needed to pool their resources, and coordinate, integrate, and synchronize with each other.  
General Youngman stated that the Governor of Kentucky had developed the Governor�s Security 
Working Group to determine Kentucky�s ability to prevent terrorist attacks and had assigned 
General Youngman to lead the group.  In addition, the Office for Security Coordination was 
developed with the following mission components� 

 
� Coordinate a State Homeland Security Strategic Plan 
 
� Coordinate outreach and awareness programs 
 
� Coordinate �antiterrorism� education requirements 
 
� Surface issues and coordinate options 
 
� Help �build bridges� to interagency coordination and cooperation 
 
� Assist in the identification of �dependencies and vulnerabilities� for critical 

infrastructure protection 
 
� Coordinate the preparedness, reliability, continuity of vital services and critical 

infrastructure protection 
 
� Coordinate and monitor all federal grants supporting homeland security. 
 
In addition, he pointed out that the GOT was working at the state level to create a strategy 

so that when the Advisory System level changed, first responders and law enforcement would 
know what steps to take.   

 
To conclude his presentation, General Youngman stressed that as a nation, we had to 

work together to fight the war on terrorism.  He stated that this was a ��real war, one that we 
could not opt out of; we have no choice but to deal with it.�  He added, �The folks in this room 
are the frontline soldiers.  You are making a difference.  Thanks for what you do.� 

 
At this point in the presentation, the floor was opened for questions and comments.  Mr. 

Mike Weaver, Representative, Kentucky Legislature, expressed concern that the State 
Legislature had not been informed about the Kentucky interoperability challenges or the 
assistance of the PSWN Program.  His comment supported the need for interoperability 
assistance in the Commonwealth of Kentucky. 
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The State of Interoperability in Kentucky 

The purpose of this session was to give conference attendees an overview of the PSWN 
Program and provide an opportunity for open discussion on interoperability challenges in 
Kentucky. 

 
PSWN Program and Interoperability Presentation 

 
Mr. Robert E. Lee, Jr., PSWN Program Manager, Department of Justice, explained the 

purpose of the PSWN Program and the program�s past efforts to improve interoperability.  Mr. 
Lee discussed that interoperability was the ability to communicate across radio systems on 
demand and in real time.  He added that interoperability was necessary to facilitate rapid and 
efficient interaction among all public safety organizations and to provide immediate and 
coordinated assistance during day-to-day missions, task force operations, and mass-casualty 
incidents.  Mr. Lee further emphasized the importance of states sharing information and lessons 
learned with others. 

 
Mr. Lee stressed that the biggest challenge in interoperability planning was leadership.  

He said that the goal of leaders should be to educate others on the definition and meaning of 
�interoperability.�  He added that the PSWN Program had identified leadership activities, such as 
the development of a state interoperability executive committee (SIEC), involvement and action 
by state legislatures, increased funding, and executive-level awareness, that facilitated improved 
interoperability.  He described an SIEC as a state executive-level group that coordinated 
interoperability efforts and acted as a central point of contact.  He indicated that the SIEC should 
develop and enforce an interoperability plan set forth by the state, as well as review lessons 
learned from other states.  He said that he felt that the PSWN Program could help the 
Commonwealth of Kentucky with SIEC development.  He also mentioned that funding 
interoperable systems remained a challenge in times of state budget deficits.  Mr. Lee suggested 
that sources of funding were available and potential solutions might include incremental funding.  
Ms. Valicenti further supported Mr. Lee�s comment by saying that funding mechanisms were 
available and that �the Commonwealth of Kentucky needs to rally support to get the message 
across and secure funding.�  In addition, Ms. Valicenti stated that the governor was interested in 
hearing more about how to meet the interoperability challenge in Kentucky.   

 
At this point, questions were asked.  Representative Weaver suggested that the PSWN 

Program should change its mission statement from �communicate� to �talk� since its mission 
technically did not include data communications, only voice transmissions.  Representative 
Weaver also asked why Kentucky was not one of the first 11 states to receive interoperability 
assistance from the PSWN Program.  Mr. Lee answered that some of the states already had 
contact with the PSWN Program and others urgently needed the assistance, so the PSWN 
Program was able to reach out to them.  In addition, the program had provided some states with 
interoperability assistance through case study efforts.  

 
Mr. Lee discussed that the PSWN Program had also organized several case studies and 

pilot projects to investigate and develop technical solutions.  He mentioned that there were 
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several PSWN Program materials available at the conference, as well as additional information 
online at www.pswn.gov. 

 
Kentucky Interoperability Communications Strategy and the State of Communications 
Interoperability in Kentucky 

 
Ms. Valicenti moderated a panel discussion on communications interoperability 

challenges.  The panel members included Mr. Rodney Murphy, Director of Communications, 
GOT; Major Robert Miller, Kentucky State Police; Mr. Doug Robinson, Executive Director, 
Office of Policy and Customer Relations, GOT; Mr. John Patterson, State Administrator, 
Commercial Mobile Radio Service Emergency Telecommunications Board; and Mr. Mitchell 
Smith (replacing Lonnie Lawson), Project Manager for the Law Enforcement Technology Grant, 
Center for Rural Development.  The panel members presented various examples of specific 
interoperability challenges, which were followed by an interactive session with conference 
attendees.  

 
Mr. Rodney Murphy discussed voice and data interoperability challenges unique to the 

Commonwealth of Kentucky.  He focused most of his discussion on the wireless data pilot 
projects occurring across the commonwealth.  He stated that communicating and accessing data 
more effectively was the primary goal of each pilot.  He mentioned that currently, both private 
radio pilot projects and �combo� pilot projects were under way.  The private radio pilots were 
being conducted in Taylor, Fayette, Laurel, and Pike counties.  The combo pilots were being 
conducted in Laurel, Pike, Scott, Henderson, and Taylor counties.  Mr. Murphy explained that 
the combo pilots involved commercial wireless and satellite services to access data, with the goal 
of determining whether sufficient coverage was available in mountainous regions.  He stated that 
although a few pilots would be completed in the Spring 2003, some pilots would continue 
through June 2003.  

 
Major Miller shared his goal of equipping every public safety vehicle in the 

commonwealth with mobile data computers.  He had been working on this project for four years.  
For the Kentucky State Police, interoperability would mean data, voice, and intelligence sharing, 
in real time.  Major Miller focused on the idea of enabling all public safety officials (first and 
second responders) to communicate, not just by voice, but also using data communications.  
Operationally, systems should deliver statistical information capable of being accessed on a 
need-to-know basis.   

  
Mr. Robinson explained the architecture and infrastructure for wireless systems in the 

Commonwealth of Kentucky.  He added that convergence of voice and data was needed.  
Mr. Robinson explained that the lack of adequate systems planning was driven, to some extent, 
by proprietary technologies and inadequate funding.  He said that in order to achieve greater 
interoperability, the state should take a leadership role and implement business practices that 
encourage the technology rather than allowing the technology to drive the process. 

 
Mr. Patterson discussed the interoperability challenges for 911 centers.  He said that �911 

centers are the front end and back room of public safety.�  He supported his point by stating that 
all incident data must be entered into records management systems at 911 centers from the time 
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of incident initiation through the time that the incident is closed, and the data must be available 
to be queried long after incident closure. 

 
Finally, Mr. Smith discussed standardization of public safety information systems.  He 

explained that he had worked on a project that included 42 county regions and 110 law 
enforcement agencies, a situation that required a project plan that incorporated standardization.  
The project included four phases to achieve standardization and interoperability:   

 
1. Provide basic information and equipment to connect on a global scale  
2. Deploy laptop computers to 80 percent of fleet (750 laptops in police cars) 
3. Test mobile data computing  
4. Distribute software components across the state.  

 
Next, questions and comments were accepted from the audience.  Ms. Valicenti asked 

how to implement a strong communications vision if funding was limited.  Major Miller 
responded by acknowledging that funding was always a challenge, but as leaders, everyone 
needed to pull together to create a work group or a funding subcommittee to seek funding.  Mr. 
Murphy added that the Kentucky Wireless Steering Committee was developed to oversee the 
implementation of the Kentucky Wireless Strategic Plan.  Ms. Valicenti followed up by asking 
whether the Commonwealth of Kentucky needed more help from its citizens.  Mr. Murphy 
responded that assistance from local agencies and citizens was needed and that forming an SIEC 
would generate more involvement and representation of citizens. 

 
In response to audience questions, Mr. Robinson further discussed standardization and 

reasons why systems should not be built on old systems that have proprietary technologies.  Mr. 
Robinson stated that infrastructure costs were unavoidable and sharing systems could be an 
option to reduce such costs.  Ms. Valicenti also responded by explaining, �We have more than 4 
million people in the commonwealth, 1.4 million of which have cellular telephones.  In addition, 
35 percent of 911 calls are from wireless telephones.  Citizens expect that their calls will go 
through.�  This statement further supported Mr. Robinson�s discussion of avoiding the use of 
proprietary technologies and thinking about current technologies.  In addition, an attendee voiced 
his opinion that �If you build infrastructure at the national level, then at the state level, it trickles 
down.  Vendors shouldn�t be driving, we should be telling them.� 

 
Additionally, a frequency question was posed to Major Miller about where Kentucky 

stood with regard to the 700 MHz frequency band.  Major Miller replied that an application had 
been submitted and they were waiting for a response from the Federal Communications 
Commission.  He further explained that network television companies were not vacating their 
frequency allocations quickly.   

 
Elected and Appointed Officials� Perspectives on Communications Interoperability 

 
Ms. Valicenti moderated a panel discussion on communications interoperability 

challenges from elected and appointed officials� perspectives.  The panel consisted of 
Representative Robert �Buddy� Buckingham, Kentucky Legislature; Representative Mike 
Weaver, Kentucky Legislature; and Mayor Karen Cunningham, City of Madisonville.  The panel 



 

Post Symposium Support Report-� 7 January 2003 
Kentucky Public Safety Communications 
Interoperability Conference 

members presented various examples of interoperability challenges, which were followed by an 
interactive discussion with audience participation. 

 
Representative Buckingham kicked off the panel discussion by stating that the conference 

was the beginning of a solution to Kentucky�s interoperability challenges.  He stressed that it was 
time to find and develop partnerships with the Federal Government, state, private sector, and 
local organizations to fund an interoperable wireless system.  He also stated that Section 305 of 
the Homeland Security bill discussed allocating funds up to $5 million for the establishment of 
centers for homeland security.  He suggested that the Commonwealth of Kentucky should try to 
pursue that opportunity.   

 
Next, Mayor Cunningham discussed the importance of �selling� the idea of a wireless 

interoperable system to the citizens of Kentucky.  She challenged the conference attendees to 
look at any opportunities for groups to work together toward a collaborative effort to improve 
interoperability in Kentucky.  She ended by saying, �Think about the cooperative efforts in your 
community and use those as building blocks for the wireless communications effort.�   

 
Finally, Representative Weaver described his concern regarding homeland security and 

the need to take aggressive action to improve public safety response and prevent terrorism.  He 
said, �Successful homeland security means that we are capable of preventing as many incidents 
as possible and for those that can�t be prevented, provide response information based on near or 
real time.  This is critical to identify potential terrorists�communicating to those that need to 
know or need to act.  Information, identification, communication.�  Representative Weaver 
described that he was taking proactive steps to change policy by making stricter laws for 
obtaining driver�s licenses in the Commonwealth of Kentucky.  

 
Ms. Valicenti then opened the floor to questions and comments from the audience.  Mr. 

Joe Sifer, contractor support for the PSWN Program, asked how to effectively elevate public 
safety issues higher within the legislative committee.  Both Representative Buckingham and 
Representative Weaver answered by explaining that it was necessary to involve the General 
Assembly and communicate to legislators the concerns about homeland security.  Representative 
Buckingham added that agencies needed to talk locally about the issues and the concerns about 
an interoperable wireless system and then build the case for a system from the ground up. 

 
Ms. Valicenti posed a question to Mayor Cunningham about how to involve local 

citizens.  Mayor Cunningham explained that marketing material was needed that appealed to 
local agencies, such as a piece that would steer discussions toward the effects of an interoperable 
system on cellular telephones.  In addition, she said it was important to have citizens ask the 
question, �How will this system help the agencies in my community and how is it going to 
interrelate with others?� 

 
Another question was asked about the role of the legislative committee if the issue of 

funding was ignored.  Representative Buckingham answered by stating that policy issues needed 
to be addressed and obtaining funds continued to be an issue.  Representative Weaver added that 
legislation is being proposed to include a driver�s license fee increase from $8 to $12.  The 
money raised would go to the transportation cabinet.  Representative Weaver ended the 
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discussion by saying, �If you think this a good idea and enhances homeland security and public 
safety agencies, then you have to speak up and say so.� 

 
Successful Models 

The Tennessee Department of Safety and the Kentucky Division of Emergency 
Management presented success stories to conference attendees. 

 
Tennessee Statewide Interoperability Communications Strategy 

 
Mr. Bill Pogue, Chief of Technology Services, Tennessee Department of Safety, 

discussed the Tennessee pilot projects.  He explained that the State of Tennessee had developed a 
plan to migrate from an old, analog radio communications system to an ultra high-speed, digital 
radio communications system.  Mr. Pogue outlined the steps the State of Tennessee took to 
complete its system�building a plan, getting started, determining who should be involved, 
building for the future, and putting the plan into action.   

 
To build the plan, Tennessee determined needed assets, identified and learned from 

national best practices, and requested PSWN Program support.  Tennessee participants then 
defined an affordable solution that used their existing resources and system.  To get started, 
Tennessee assessed the products that various vendors offered and determined standards to create 
unified systems.  Tennessee worked to get strong representation for a steering committee and 
working groups.  In order to build for the future, Tennessee began with a proof-of-concept pilot 
project centered in Nashville, which is divided into eight districts.  Planners asked the legislative 
committee to become involved and again looked at other states as models.  As part of the pilot 
project, it was determined that 18,000 Tennessee law enforcement officers needed software for 
their vehicles.  Tennessee asked for and received shareware software from the State of Iowa 
because it could be customized to meet the commonwealth�s needs.  

 
Mr. Pogue ended his presentation by urging everyone to get involved and use the 

�lessons learned� from other states.  He then opened up the session for discussion from the 
audience.  A question was asked about where to get further information about the shareware.  
Mr. Pogue said that the information was available on the Iowa state Web site, on the Department 
of Transportation page at www.dot.state.ia.us/natmodel/index.htm.  Another question was asked 
about the need for towers and partnering with wireless companies.  Mr. Pogue responded by 
saying that Tennessee did not partner with wireless companies; however, as project 
implementation moved toward the mountainous region, the state might partner with the 
Tennessee Valley Authority, which owned fiber optics infrastructure. 

 
The last question concerned mobile computers in police cars.  An attendee stated that in 

California it took 8 minutes versus 20 minutes in other states to conduct a traffic stop and issue a 
ticket because other states did not have wireless data access in their police cruisers.  Mr. Pogue 
responded by stating that with wireless coverage, it was possible to write a ticket in 
approximately 6�8 minutes.  It was pointed out that the Tennessee legislative committee could 
use this type of information to support the increase in drivers� license fees.  
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Emergency Management in the Commonwealth of Kentucky 
 
Mr. Larry Burnette, Assistant Director, Kentucky Division of Emergency Management 

(KyEM), was scheduled to speak at the conference; however, Mr. Bob Stephens, Department of 
Military Affairs, KyEM, represented him.  Mr. Stephens discussed the radio system used by 
KyEM.  Mr. Stephens indicated that the legislative branch had provided $1.2 million in funds to 
replace low-band remote stations.  He stated that KyEM was able to obtain, and was on the verge 
of implementing, 12 paired frequencies in the 139 MHz band.  KyEM had also purchased 20 
Motorola Quantar repeaters.  In addition, Mr. Stephens mentioned the Kentucky State Police 
used the same microwave backbone as the Kentucky Emergency Warning System.  

 
Mr. Stephens discussed the Department of Justice, Office for Domestic Preparedness 

grants to his agency.  He stated that some of these funds were being redirected to local agencies 
in Kentucky and additional funds from the Department of Justice would not be available unless 
the agencies had already made the appropriate arrangements.  Mr. Stephens wrapped up his 
presentation by providing the Web site for his organization, http://kyem.dma.state.ky.us. 
 
Interoperability as a Mission-Critical Function 

Mr. Rick Murphy, PSWN Program Manager, Department of the Treasury, acted as the 
moderator and facilitated the discussion on interoperability challenges for mission-critical 
events.  The panelists included Chief William Jefferies, Hopkinsville Fire Department; Chief 
Allen Love, Versailles Police Department; Mr. Richard Bartlett, Director, Louisville 911; and 
Ms. Louise Caldwell-Grant, Chemical Stockpile Emergency Management Preparedness Program 
(CSEEP) Coordinator, Fayette County. 

 
Chief Jefferies discussed the necessity of understanding the concept of interoperability.  

He stated that legislative involvement improved interoperability and made the state stronger.  
Chief Love indicated that a significant problem in the past couple of years for his mobile data 
system was that the vendors of the products typically did not want to work with other vendors.  
As a consequence of these vendor issues, the initial investment could be much higher than 
necessary and the implementation process more problematic.  

 
Mr. Bartlett discussed his experiences with implementing a 911 system.  He said he first 

researched lessons learned from other areas such as Rockville and Tulsa.  The Louisville 911 
center considered forward compatibility paramount so that all mergers would be on the same 
platform.  He said that currently, mobile data capabilities were being implemented using Radio 
Data-Link Access Procedure (RD-LAP) and cellular digital packet data (CDPD) service.  
Louisville 911 was in the process of linking the CDPD and RD-LAP systems together so that 
messaging could occur between them.  Mr. Bartlett wrapped up his discussion by stating that his 
organization recognized that the next challenges to confront and solve would be interoperability 
related.   

 
Mr. Murphy then opened the discussion for audience participation.  A question was asked 

about the importance of backup and redundancy, to which Chief Love responded that redundant 
lines and redundant feeds were necessary to back up any system.  A question was then asked of 
Chief Jefferies about twice-protected space.  Chief Jefferies explained that in situations where 
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protection already existed, the first person on the scene would set up the incident command and 
the second-in-command would assist.  Chief Love was asked whether the Hopkinsville Fire 
Department had an emergency operations center (EOC).  Chief Love responded that his fire 
department did have an EOC.   

 
The topic of funding was raised during the panel discussion.  Mr. Bartlett told the 

audience to beware of unfunded mandates.  He also indicated that there needed to be system 
standardization.  He pointed out that if, in the future, a change to an interoperable system 
standardization was necessary, then potentially, changes would have to be made to multiple other 
systems�the costs for such changes would be huge, in particular because the systems were not 
based on compatible standards.  
 
Where Do We Go From Here? 
 

Ms. Valicenti wrapped up the conference by discussing the need to leverage existing 
organizational resources, improve standardization, and manage procurement processes.  In an 
effort to motivate the audience to improve interoperability, she encouraged all participants to 
disseminate information to others, as well as get involved.  As shown in the Table 1, Ms. 
Valicenti stated that a three-phase approach should be adopted in order for the Commonwealth of 
Kentucky to improve interoperability. 

 
Table 1 

Three-Phase Approach to Improve Interoperability 
 

Phase Action Items 
 

Planning 
 

Determine how to expand while still maintaining 
standardization of systems 

Funding 
Examine current expenditures and identify ways to refocus 
a particular source so that it could be used toward 
interoperability funding 

Operations and 
Support 

Use information presented from the pilot projects as 
examples 

 
Ms. Valicenti concluded her presentation by indicating her appreciation for the support of 

the PSWN Program and speakers for sharing and educating conference attendees on 
interoperability issues.  She ended by stating that the Commonwealth of Kentucky could deploy 
applications throughout the state because the infrastructure was already there; the commonwealth 
just needed to work in partnership with other agencies and the private sector.  She said, �This is a 
partnership at various levels and a partnership with the vendors.  We cannot sustain continuous 
investment, but the vendors can. Help us; don�t divide and conquer; engage us so you can help 
us.  We will be your customers.�  Ms. Valicenti closed by thanking everyone for attending the 
conference and giving credit to Mr. Lee and Mr. Murphy for cohosting the event. 
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t is a common misconception that pub-
lic safety responders (law enforcement,

fire fighters, emergency personnel, etc.)
can communicate efficiently and effective-
ly in times of crisis. Popular television
shows and movies portray public safety
personnel as seamlessly coordinated in
their communication and response efforts. 

But reality is quite different. Police
departments usually communicate with
their fire fighting and EMS partners
through communication centers, or
through radio operators shuffling mes-
sages back and forth between agencies or
– worse still – agencies using commercial
cellular phones to plan and respond to crit-
ical incidents and even tactical situations.

With more than 2.5 million public
safety first responders in the United
States, communications interoperability
among the 50,000 local, state and federal
agencies is critical to ensuring effective
and prompt emergency response.

Need for interoperability

Put simply, public safety communica-
tions interoperability is the ability of pub-
lic safety, fire and rescue, and emergency
management personnel to talk seamlessly
over one radio and data system without
hindrance, and across a wide area, such as
a city, county or region.

Public safety communications interop-

erability, far from being a new invention,
has been a desire of law enforcement, fire
and rescue personnel for the past 40 years.
The technology exists to make true inter-
operability a reality, but there are obstacles
– including funding, standards, gover-
nance, radio spectrum and cooperation.

During the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001, the issue of public
safety communications interoperability
came to a head. As police and fire and
rescue personnel swarmed the Twin
Towers, communications were either

nonexistent or fragile interoperable sys-
tems quickly broke down. While police
received the command to evacuate as
signs of collapse became apparent, fire
and rescue personnel did not. Sixty police
officers died in the subsequent collapses,
but more than 340 fire and rescue person-
nel lost their lives. According to a
University of New Hampshire ATLAS
Project study, non-interoperable commu-
nications were at least partially to blame.

Other incidents of non-interoperabili-
ty are too familiar. During the Oklahoma
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City bombing, responding agencies
used different radio systems on different
frequencies. The only solution was to
use runners carrying messages between
each of the different command centers.
In Littleton, Colorado, the Columbine
school shooting showed how a lack of
communications interoperability among
the 46 responding agencies cost pre-
cious response time while activity was
still underway in the school.

State responses

In the wake of September 11, states
and localities have made significant
efforts to address the interoperability
problem. While not created by the ter-
rorist attacks, the issue has certainly
been elevated in importance. 

During the 2002 Winter Olympic
Games in Salt Lake City, Utah, state offi-
cials used a new statewide public safety
communication system known as 
UCAN (Utah Communications Agency
Network). Developed in anticipation of
the games, Gov. Mike Leavitt called for
its creation in 1993 and it came on line in
1999. During the course of the 17-day
games, the system handled 8.5 million
transmissions and at its busiest, routed
580,000 transmissions in one 24-hour
period. Designed to allow public safety

officials across the state to communicate
immediately, the system greatly benefit-
ed the games and shines as an example
for other state-local efforts. UCAN also
is an example of a state solving the prob-
lem itself, with only 20 percent of the
$40 million price tag covered through
federal grants.

The issues public safety agencies face
regarding interoperability are:

Technology. Radio equipment is
expensive, and the new third-generation
wireless technology – which provides
mobile and satellite-based broadband
capabilities – is out of reach for most
local agencies, especially when one con-
siders that a modern “walkie-talkie” can
cost up to $2,000 each. Different jurisdic-
tions use different equipment and fre-
quencies and often even agencies in the
same community have difficulty talking.
While devices continue to be miniatur-
ized and civilian technology drops in
cost, reliable, rugged and effective com-
munications tools for public safety and
emergency responders remain prohibi-
tively expensive.

Spectrum. Radios must operate on
specific and clear frequencies and there
are a limited number of useable frequen-
cies, most of which are used or reserved
for other functions, such as television
broadcasts or cellular phones (very high

frequency, ultra high frequency, etc.).
Spectrum is finite and is an invaluable
resource for public safety and emergency
responders. One of the most noticeable
events is the move to high-definition tele-
vision. HDTV broadcasts on a different
frequency than traditional television. For
years, public safety communicators have
eyed these television frequencies as ideal
and useful, because they blanket a wide
area and can accommodate many users.
Based on 1997 congressional action, the
move to HDTV will not only improve the
quality of television entertainment, but
will contribute to better public safety
communications interoperability.

Standards and governance. No uni-
form standard for public safety communi-
cations exists. Rather, a patchwork of sys-
tems, frequencies and protocols exists
across the country, between agencies and
in different jurisdictions within each state.
Before true public safety communications
interoperability can succeed, a shared set
of standards at the local, state, regional and
federal levels must be developed. The
problem has been one of autonomy and
independence. Communities and states
have developed systems that met their
standards and needs, but failed to take into
account the needs of other communities
and agencies in their area. As a result, few
systems can talk. To alleviate this gap,
leadership and cooperation at various lev-
els of government and between all relevant
agencies must take place.

Resources and funding. Money is a
primary issue for interoperability. The
systems in place around the country
today, although inadequate for modern
public safety needs, would themselves
cost $18 billion to replace, not to men-
tion the enormous cost of purchasing and
installing new, modern, third-generation
systems. While money is a stumbling
block, especially in this time fiscal aus-
terity, creative solutions can help. Local,
state and federal agencies can explore
cost-sharing arrangements, new con-
tracts and agreements with vendors,
interstate and regional cooperation
agreements and innovative ways to fund
this critical need. 

— John Mountjoy is associate director of
policy at The Council of State
Governments.


